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Since initial contact between white settlers and Australian Aborigines began in the late 
18th century the Aboriginal population has been exploited, abused, and controlled by 
governmental authorities. The two policies which dominated government approach to the 
Aboriginal population in the past were biological absorption and cultural assimilation. 
Biological absorption, which reigned from the late 19th century until after the First World 
War, attempted to integrate Aborigines into white society by segregating full-blooded 
individuals with the hope that they would eventually die out and by encouraging mixed 
race individuals to marry low class white individuals, thereby reducing the Aboriginality 
of subsequent offspring. Cultural assimilation, which became the preferred policy after 
the Second World War, attempted to culturally integrate Aboriginal peoples into white 
society. Focus was no longer on race, but on degree of civilization and comfort within the 
white sphere. Through examining what caused such a massive shift in Aboriginal policy 
it is clear that events and their outcomes affect the ideas, beliefs, and worldviews of 
policymakers, activists, and the public. When there is a change in ideas, it results in a 
change in policies. Governmental policy in Australia shifted from absorption to 
assimilation as a result of the Second World War, the horror of Nazi atrocities, the 
international push for human rights and decolonization, the role Aborigines played in the 
war effort, the desire of Australia to be well-perceived by the international community, 
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Chapter One: Introduction 
 
In recent years as interest in the rights of Aborigines and debate on how the 
Australian government has or has not fulfilled its obligations to the country’s indigenous 
inhabitants has surfaced, an increasing about of scholarship examining the past treatment 
of Aborigines and the government policies associated with that treatment has emerged. 
Much of this academic work focuses on the different eras of policy from the initial 
contact between white settlers and Aboriginal peoples to the present day. Though there is 
some disagreement as to specific years and periods of policy most scholars acknowledge 
the significant difference between the policy of absorption, which dominated before the 
Second World War, and assimilation, which became prominent in the postwar era. The 
era of the Second World War was a chaotic and history-changing period in which nations 
fought against world domination and realized the dangers of discrimination and the 
atrocities which can result. After the war there was a greater understanding of the need 
for equality and tolerance, a push for human rights and decolonization, and an increased 
desire for morality within the West. These events changed ideas and worldviews, and 
shifts in ideas and worldviews have causal consequences. 
In this thesis I will seek to explain how ideas affect the transition in Australian 
Aboriginal policy from the prewar focus on biological absorption to the postwar 
preference for assimilation. Conceptual questions include: what causes ideas to change? 
What causes policy to change? What are the consequences of this change? Questions that 
are specific to the Australian experience include: how did racial theories affect the way 
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white Australians viewed Aborigines? How did beliefs in racial difference and white 
superiority affect Aboriginal child welfare, specifically with regard to adoption, child 
removal, and the education system? How did nongovernmental activism and government 
action, which sought to change the relation of Aboriginal peoples to white Australian 
society in the interwar and postwar periods, hasten the shift from absorption to 
assimilation? 
These questions arise primarily from events which occurred in Australia’s history, 
but also from recent scholarly literature that acknowledges the importance that world 
events have on ideas, and that ideas in turn have on policy. There is a relatively clear pre 
and post Second World War approach in Australian policy. Academics do not often argue 
about the shift. There is more disagreement on specific years in which these shifts 
occurred, and what caused them. Initial contact between white settlers and Aboriginal 
peoples began in 1788. The Aborigines were looked down upon as less-developed 
peoples and members of an inferior race.1 From approximately 1880 to the First World 
War the “doomed race” theory, which believed that the Aborigines would die out because 
of their status as an inferior race and inability to adapt to white society, dominated the 
thoughts and beliefs of government officials and the public.2 As a result of this belief 
Aborigines were neglected by mainstream white society. The Constitution of 1900 barely 
mentioned their existence.  
 Children of mixed race (the majority from white fathers and Aboriginal mothers) 
                                                 
1
 Andrew Armitage, Comparing the Policy of Aboriginal Assimilation: Australia, Canada, and New 
Zealand (UBC Press, 1995) 14. 
2
 Russell McGregor, Imagined Destinies: Aboriginal Australians and the Doomed Race Theory, 1880-1939 
(Carlton, Vic.: Melbourne University Press, 1997), 2. 
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became, along with full-blooded Aboriginal children, a concern of the government. Once 
it became clear that the Aboriginal peoples were not going to die out quickly (in part 
because of biracial children) the absorption policy gained greater legitimacy. The 
Aborigines Protection Boards which were established in each state or territory between 
1869 and 1910 intervened in the Aboriginal lifestyle. They forced Aborigines to live in 
settlements and conducted the forced removal of children from their parents. Particular 
focus was on mixed race children though full-blooded children were also separated and 
sent to educational institutions. The goal of such polices was to keep Aboriginal peoples 
separate in the hopes that they would eventually die out. Mixed race children were to be 
educated about white society and trained to be successful workers in hopes that they 
would be integrated through adoption or employment, marry low class whites, and 
eventually the Aboriginal blood would be absorbed into white society. Within a 
generation or two all remnants of Aboriginality would be gone.3    
 It wasn’t until the Second World War that views on absorption began to change. It 
became clear that absorption as a policy was not extremely successful. Mixed race 
children were still being born and the government could no longer ignore the Aboriginal 
population. The participation of Aborigines in the Australian war effort also made the 
public more accepting of Aboriginal peoples within society.4 The biggest impacts, 
however, were the events and outcomes of the Second World War, specifically the Nazi 
atrocities which led to the International Declaration of Human Rights and the U.N. 
                                                 
3
 Armitage, Comparing the Policy, 18. 
4
 Robert A. Hall, The Black Diggers: Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders in the Second World War 
(Sydney, NSW: Allen & Unwin Australia Pty Ltd, 1989) 191. 
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Convention on Genocide. These documents, and the catastrophic war from which they 
emerged, had a profound effect on the morality and human rights expectations of the 
West. Nations had become hyper-sensitive to instances of discrimination and injustice, 
and Australia felt international pressure to change its questionable policies.5 The postwar 
era saw a shift from absorption to cultural assimilation. In assimilation Aborigines would 
be encouraged to become members of mainstream society. Two of the most influential 
proponents of assimilation were A.P. (Adolphus Peter) Elkin and Paul Hasluck. Though 
both believed in assimilation they had different approaches. Hasluck was a politician who 
became the Minister for Territories in 1951. He believed in order for Aborigines to 
assimilate they would need to leave behind their Aboriginal culture and remove 
themselves from all they knew. Elkin, an anthropologist, believed that there could be a 
balance found in assimilation, a way to maintain Aboriginal culture and identity while 
also fully becoming a member of broader society.6 The views of both men on 
assimilation and Aboriginal place within Australian society will be discussed in greater 
detail throughout this thesis. 
The dramatic changes which occurred in the mid 20th century drastically changed 
both the international community and Australia, specifically their ideas, beliefs, and 
policies surrounding the Aboriginal population. It is important, for historical 
understanding, to investigate how much effect each event and idea change had on policy 
changes. The hole in current literature is that no one has explicitly linked the importance 
                                                 
5
 Russell McGregor, “One People: Aboriginal Assimilation and the White Australia Ideal,” History 
Australia 6 no 1 (2009): 12. 
6
 Russell McGregor, “Words, Wards, and Citizens: A.P. Elkin and Paul Hasluck on Assimilation,” Oceania 
69 (1999): 244. 
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of world events on ideas, and ideas on policy, to Australian policies of absorption and 
assimilation. While some scholars infer the connection there was not an examination of 
the scholarship of the effect of ideas in conjunction with historical events and policies in 
Australia. I refute the notion that world events do not have an effect on ideas and 
worldviews, and that ideas do not have an effect on policy. Despite the inability to 
measure the effect of ideas, there is no doubt they greatly affect the way in which 
governmental officials and the public perceive and approach current issues. Because there 
has not been extensive scholarship on how ideas have affected Australian policies with 
regard to Aborigines, there is little debate in the academic world on this specific issue.  
World events and outcomes of these events, such as the Second World War and 
the Nazi atrocities, cause the ideas and worldviews of policymakers and the public to 
change. The changes in ideas, beliefs, and worldviews cause policymakers, government 
officials, and society to change policy so that it is more in union with new ideas. The 
consequences of this change can vary, depending on how ideas and worldviews have 
changed. In Australia’s case, it caused policy to shift from biological absorption, which 
was leading to the physical destruction of the Aboriginal people, to cultural assimilation, 
which allowed Aboriginal people to retain their Aboriginality while trying to incorporate 
them into white Australian society. Though the success of the new policy and its morality 
can be judged and questioned, it cannot be denied that there was a shift. Racial difference 
and the belief in white superiority caused Aboriginal peoples to be perceived as less 
civilized and led the government to take control over the lives of Aboriginal peoples. 
Aborigines Welfare Boards took children away from their parents and placed them in 
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educational systems and with white adoptive families. This broke down the structure of 
Aboriginal society and severely threatened their culture. Nongovernmental activism and 
government action, which sought to change the relation of Aboriginal peoples to white 
Australian society in the interwar and postwar periods, hastened the shift from absorption 
to assimilation by giving and demanding more rights for Australia’s Aboriginal 
population.  
I use case study methods to reach my conclusions because I researched the 
situation in one governmental system. I am studying the effect of ideas, which cannot be 
understood using a large-n analysis. It is a single, rather than comparative case study 
using process-tracing analysis. Data was collected from primary and secondary sources 
on Australia and from sources on the conceptual notion of ideas and policy formation. 
My evidence is drawn from a variety of sources. I have two main topics of research: that 
which relates directly to the Australian experience, and that which relates to the 
conceptual notion of ideas and their effect on policy formation. The Australia-specific 
material includes primary and secondary sources. Primary sources are drawn from 
archives and official documents and secondary are drawn from scholarship. Though I was 
able to use a decent amount, I would have liked to explore more primary sources such as 
government documents regarding the shift in Aboriginal policy from absorption to 
assimilation. Because many of these documents are only available in original hard copy 
in Australia I was unable to access them, so I utilized the primary source documents 
which I was able to access online. The conceptual material is drawn from academic 
scholarship on this topic. My findings cannot be perfectly generalized to other cases 
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because the Australian situation is unique. Ideas and the Second World War have also 
affected the policy formation in other countries, but my focus is how it specifically 
relates to Australia. Ideas and world events can, however, shape policy formation in a 
variety of circumstances.  
In the following pages I will explain how changes in ideas and worldviews, which 
resulted from world events and their outcomes, caused a shift in Australia’s Aboriginal 
policy from the pre Second World War focus on biological absorption to the postwar 
focus on cultural assimilation. Chapter 2 details the background of Australian policy with 
regard to Aborigines and the conceptual argument which forms the basis for the assertion 
that ideas affect policy. Chapter 3 explores race and racial theories in Australia, including 
a background of early anthropological beliefs and racial theories, significant legislation 
and government action in the prewar era, and events and ideas in the postwar era. These 
include the emergence of the Second World War and Australia’s role, an examination of 
the concept of genocide and its official definition, the increased focus on human rights 
and decolonization, and the contributions and role which A.P. Elkin and Paul Hasluck 
had on the shift from absorption to assimilation. Chapter 4 details the adoption and 
education of Aboriginal children, including a history of interaction between Aboriginal 
children and white government, aboriginal child welfare and concerns on mixed race in 
the prewar era, and aboriginal child welfare, the effects of the Second World War, and 
the views of A.P Elkin and Paul Hasluck on education and adoption in the postwar era. 
Chapter 5 explores government actions and nongovernmental activism in Australian 
society which caused the shift from absorption to assimilation to occur, specifically the 
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widespread campaign for indigenous rights and the feminist campaign for indigenous 
rights during the interwar period between the First and Second World Wars, the pamphlet 
campaign of the Hasluck administration, changes to the Australian Constitution, and the 
activism of the 1960s and 1970s which was inspired by the Black Panther Party in the 
postwar era.  Chapter 6 offers a conclusion and explores the implications of this research.  
 
 9 




 In Australia, the past treatment of Aboriginal peoples by government policies has 
been at the root of recent political debate. As a result, there has been an increasing 
amount of scholarship devoted to the exploration of the shift which occurred in 
governmental policies during the 20th century. A major shift occurred as a result of the 
Second World War and the Nazi atrocities. There is a clear prewar and postwar policy. 
Less definite are the causal mechanisms, causal actors, and specific eras (some scholars 
believe there were several shifts, not just pre and postwar), but it is clear this major world 
event served as a watershed. An examination of the work by prominent scholars of 
Australian history including Andrew Armitage, Anna Haebich, Russell McGregor, 
Anthony Moran, Peter Sutton, and Damien Short will help clarify when and why there 
was a shift from a policy of absorption to assimilation. Because this topic has been of 
special interest in recent years all of the scholarship is relatively new. I have chosen these 
scholars because they provide a representative sample of ideas regarding the shift in 
governmental policy. 
 Andrew Armitage believes that the “history of Australian policy towards 
Aboriginal peoples can be divided into four principal periods” which span from 1788 to 
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the present.1 Armitage calls the first period, which he believes began in 1788 and 
continued until 1930, “initial contact.”2 It compromises the initial period of colonialism 
and territory takeover. The second period is “protected status” and spanned 1860 to 
1930.3 This is the period in which biological absorption of Aboriginal peoples into white 
society was the goal of policy. Armitage writes that the third period, assimilation, 
occurred from 1930 to 1970. The assimilation described in this period was one of cultural 
and social rather than biological focus. The forth and final period is “integration with 
limited self-management” which began in 1967 and continues to the present day.4 
Each era of policy was designed to control the lives of Aboriginal people. It is 
important to know that each state had their own governance (focus was on a state rather 
than federal level) and so policies differed slightly between them. My interest lies 
primarily with what Armitage would consider the second and third periods, what I 
consider the period of absorption and the period of assimilation.5 Though important for 
historical purposes, differentiating specific years for initial contact, protected status, and 
self-determination is less relevant for my purposes. While Armitage claims assimilation 
began in the 1930s I don’t believe it became a strong idea until the late 1930s or early 
1940s, and it didn’t become policy until after the Second World War. After initial 
relationships were established and colonists were able to see the negative effect of 
development on the Aboriginal way of life it was assumed that the Aboriginal people 
                                                 
1
 Andrew Armitage, Comparing the Policy of Aboriginal Assimilation: Australia, Canada, and New 
Zealand (UBC Press, 1995), 14. 
2
 Armitage, Comparing the Policy, 14.  
3
 Armitage, Comparing the Policy, 14. 
4
 Armitage, Comparing the Policy, 14. 
5
 Armitage, Comparing the Policy, 18. 
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would slowly begin to die out and/or become biologically absorbed into white society.6 
When this did not occur, the policy shifted from absorption to assimilation, which 
focused on culturally integrating Aborigines into white society.7 This shift occurred in 
part because Aborigines were not integrating biologically as predicted and, as a result, 
policy had to change in order to support another way for integration to occur. Another 
vital factor in this shift was the Second World War and the Nazi atrocities. 
The process of removing Aboriginal and mixed race children from their families 
and placing them into institutional settings was designed to biologically absorb (through 
eventual marriage with white citizens) and/or cultural assimilate children into white 
society (through adoption or work). Armitage described the system as a “deliberate 
systematic effort to train, educate, and employ Aboriginal children.”8 In 1911 the 
Aborigines Protection Board gained the power to remove children from their parents 
without proving that the child’s health or safety was at risk, creating a system which was 
“comprehensive and efficient” and transformed Aboriginal childhood into “an 
institutional experience.”9 The Australian government’s “renewed commitment to the 
policy of assimilation” was demonstrated in 1940 when the Aborigines Protection Board 
was replaced by the Aborigines Welfare Board which lasted from 1940 until 1969.10 
Armitage claims this because “the main objective became placement [of children] in the 
European community.”11 There were many official government policies and acts which 
                                                 
6
 Armitage, Comparing the Policy, 18. 
7
 Armitage, Comparing the Policy, 19. 
8
 Armitage, Comparing the Policy, 42-43. 
9
 Armitage, Comparing the Policy, 43. 
10
 Armitage, Comparing the Policy, 45. 
11
 Armitage, Comparing the Policy, 46. 
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changed over the course of time. Under the Hasluck-Geise Welfare Administration from 
1951 to 1972 “the target for change was not race but lifestyle.”12 Assimilation was the 
key policy, and under Paul Hasluck the goal was “to remove people from their traditional 
way of life and to breakdown the traditional Aboriginal community.”13 Greater detail on 
Paul Hasluck’s ideas and polices of assimilation, in addition to those of A.P. Elkin, will 
be discussed at a later time.  
Though Armitage concedes that “Australia appears to have made a start in 
reversing the policies of assimilation and integration” he argues that “it would require 
several generations of peace and separate development for Aboriginal people to rebuild 
the clan and family ties that were so deliberately assaulted.”14 I do not believe that 
community ties will ever be able to regain previous levels of strength. Lasting damage 
has been done to the Aboriginal communities of Australia. Armitage views the policies of 
absorption and assimilation as failures since they failed to achieve the “primary 
objectives of protection, assimilation, or integration.”15 He sees the failure of biological 
absorption as the independent variable which caused the shift to cultural assimilation. 
While I agree that is certainly a factor, it is not the only one. World events, namely those 
associated with the Second World War were, I believe, extremely significant factors in 
this shift.  
  To facilitate the shift the government sold the idea of assimilation to white 
Australians in the 1950s and 1960s, seeking to “translate the vision of a modern racially 
                                                 
12
 Armitage, Comparing the Policy, 60. 
13
 Armitage, Comparing the Policy, 60. 
14
 Armitage, Comparing the Policy, 68. 
15
 Armitage, Comparing the Policy, 238. 
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harmonious nation into a lived reality.”16 The commitment to assimilation by the 
Australian government “reflected international moves to eradicate racism in the wake of 
the horrors of the Second World War and the repudiation of theories of scientific 
racism.”17 This is what Anna Haebich considers the independent variable in the causal 
relationship of policy change. I agree with Haebich that the events and outcomes of the 
Second World War may have been the most significant factor on policy change due to the 
way it changed ideas about human rights and morality. The effect of Nazi atrocities on 
the West cannot be underestimated. The policy of assimilation was attractive because it 
“promised uniformity of lifestyle, equality of opportunity for all and the eradication of all 
forms of race-based discrimination.”18 In order to achieve this, the integration of 
Aborigines as citizens was essential, but the government needed the support of white 
citizens to make the change. In 1957 Paul Hasluck, who was then the federal Minister for 
Territories, began “the official campaign to explain the policy of assimilation to the 
public.”19 The main method of idea distribution was pamphlets, which were distributed 
domestically to convince citizens of the benefits and internationally so that Australia’s 
efforts to assimilate would be known to the world.20 This information suggests that in 
addition to the desire to eradicate racism, policy also changed because of Australia’s 
desire to be viewed favorably by the rest of the world in the postwar era, particularly by 
the West. The pamphlets had a paternalistic attitude and greatly simplified and 
                                                 
16
 Anna Haebich, “Imagined Assimilation,” Australian Historical Studies 33, 118 (2002): 62. 
17
 Haebich, “Imagined Assimilation,” 62. 
18
 Haebich, “Imagined Assimilation,” 62. 
19
 Haebich, “Imagined Assimilation,” 62. 
20
 Haebich, “Imagined Assimilation,” 63. 
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romanticized the assimilation process.21 Children were the focus of many pamphlets, 
which attempted to describe the benefits of placing Aboriginal or mixed race children 
with white families, which was considered the “optimum way to achieve their 
assimilation.”22 There were extremely negative views of Aboriginal family life but there 
was little effort to change living conditions; child removal was the solution of choice.23 
Though white Australians were sympathetic to the difficultly of assimilation they 
“attributed the bulk of the blame to individual deficiencies stemming from race, personal 
ineptitude or unwillingness to change” which allowed the public to feel no sense of 
responsibility for the situation in society, all was dependent on Aboriginal action.24 Thus, 
assimilation policy “retained its supremacy.”25 The government used propaganda to 
represent assimilation as “a seamless and unproblematic process,” but this claim was far 
from true.26 Many Australians fought against the policy for various reasons. Public 
response was “a complex mixture of self-interested opposition, humanitarian concern and 
serious questioning of the policy’s instruments and intended outcomes.”27 There was a 
desire for the policy to create harmony, but a significant lack of commitment to spend 
time or funds.  
In recent years there has been significant debate between those who prefer 
assimilation (despite its shortcomings) to the new policy of self-determination, which has 
                                                 
21
 Haebich, “Imagined Assimilation,” 64. 
22
 Haebich, “Imagined Assimilation,” 65. 
23
 Haebich, “Imagined Assimilation,” 65. 
24
 Haebich, “Imagined Assimilation,” 66. 
25
 Haebich, “Imagined Assimilation,” 66. 
26
 Haebich, “Imagined Assimilation,” 67. 
27
 Haebich, “Imagined Assimilation,” 67. 
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become a form of separatism.28 Due to self-determination, it can be argued, “Aboriginal 
people have withdrawn from the benefits of participating in modern society” and for this 
reason continue to struggle with poverty.29 There is no simple solution, what happened in 
the past has already occurred. The shift from absorption to assimilation, which occurred 
because of international pressures to promote human rights after the atrocities of the 
Second World War and a desire to create a homogenous society, was a painful one, as 
was the policy of assimilation itself and the subsequent shift to self-determination within 
the last thirty to forty years.30 Haebich offers valuable insight into the difficulty of these 
shifts and correctly asserts that the question of Aboriginal place within mainstream 
Australian society has not been resolved.  
Russell McGregor addresses the debate on whether genocide occurred in 
Australia, contesting the claim that governmental policies were genocidal. McGregor 
asserts that in the twenty-five years after 1945, which he considers the “assimilationist 
era,” the government “sought to assert control over the process of social and cultural 
change in Aboriginal Australia” and thereby create Aboriginal citizens who could “be 
governed consensually through their fidelity to the norms and values of the national 
community.”31 Some have argued that governmental policies created a “cultural 
genocide” but McGregor argues against this claim because “cultural genocide” is not 
                                                 
28
 Haebich, “Imagined Assimilation,” 69. 
29
 Haebich, “Imagined Assimilation,” 70. 
30
 Haebich, “Imagined Assimilation,” 62. 
31
 Russell McGregor, “Governance, Not Genocide: Aboriginal Assimilation in the Postwar Era” in 
Genocide and Settler Society: Frontier Violence and Stolen Indigenous Children in Australian History, ed. 
A. Dirk Moses (New York: Berghahn Books, 2004): 291. 
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included in the 1948 U.N. Genocide Convention.32 The U.N. Convention on Genocide 
says: “genocide means any of the following acts committed with intent to destroy, in 
whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or religious group, as such: killing members 
of the group; causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the group; 
deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring about its physical 
destruction in whole or in part; imposing measures intended to prevent births within the 
group; forcibly transferring children of the group to another group.”33 Similar to 
delegates at the Convention, McGregor believes that “the destruction of a group’s culture 
was morally distinct from deliberately destroying the group itself.”34 The removal of 
Aboriginal children from their families sparked controversy with regard to governmental 
actions and the Convention. This action would only be considered genocide if done with 
the intent to destroy the group.35 It is a difficult argument to make because while 
government policies may have not explicitly intended to physically destroy Aborigines, 
they did intend to biologically absorb them (and hoped as a result they would eventually 
cease to exist as Aborigines) and then culturally assimilate (which, if completed, may 
destroy their Aboriginality).  
The Bringing Them Home Report, published in 1997 by the Human Rights and 
Equal Opportunity Commission details the horrific experiences of Aboriginal people 
during the absorption and assimilation eras, and does claim that the policies of child 
removal were genocidal. The report acknowledges that “the intentions of such acts can be 
                                                 
32
 McGregor, “Governance, Not Genocide,” 291. 
33
 Human Rights Web, “Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide,” Human 
Rights Web, http://www.hrweb.org/legal/genocide.html (accessed January 20, 2011). 
34
 McGregor, “Governance, Not Genocide,” 291. 
35
 McGregor, “Governance, Not Genocide,” 291. 
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assessed only in the context of the policy frameworks within which they were 
conducted.”36 In the years between the First and Second World Wars absorption was 
accepted as legitimate policy, and children (especially those of mixed race) were 
removed from their families with the intention of having the color “bred out of them.”37 
McGregor critiques the Bringing Them Home Report, and historiography, for viewing the 
shift from prewar absorption to postwar policies of assimilation as “inconsequential.”38 
He believes, as Haebich does, that it was a significant change. I commend McGregor and 
Haebich for acknowledging the significance of the shift between the pre and postwar 
eras.  
The policy of absorption peaked in 1937 at the Conference of Commonwealth and 
State Aboriginal Authorities, and from there began to decline.39 The 1940s are considered 
the era when “the Australian state(s) moved from a policy framework in which the 
demise of the Aboriginal race was assumed (and sometimes deliberately engineered) to 
one that assumed its survival.”40 Like Armitage, McGregor explains how in the 1950s 
Paul Hasluck, the Commonwealth Minister for Territories, and A.P. Elkin, a professor of 
anthropology, were two of the key figures in the debate on how best to assimilate the 
Aboriginal peoples.41 In the 1960s and 1970s the government began a greater effort to 
convince the general public, and the Aboriginal peoples, that assimilation would be 
                                                 
36
 McGregor, “Governance, Not Genocide,” 291. 
37
 McGregor, “Governance, Not Genocide,” 293. 
38
 McGregor, “Governance, Not Genocide,” 293. 
39
 McGregor, “Governance, Not Genocide,” 294. 
40
 McGregor, “Governance, Not Genocide,” 295. 
41
 McGregor, “Governance, Not Genocide,” 294. 
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beneficial to all. The use of propaganda was prominent.42 
Anthony Moran focuses on the effect that settler nationalism had on the shift in 
governmental policies between the 1930s and the 1960s, and pays particular attention to 
“the ideological split among the advocates of individual assimilation and group 
assimilation,” using the work of Sir Paul Hasluck and A.P. Elkin.43 The term 
“assimilation” is extremely ambiguous. “Absorption” or “mergence” could also mean 
several things: “the genetic dissolution of Aboriginals into white ‘blood’, or, the 
‘breeding out of color’; the cultural absorption of Aborigines, or ‘part-Aborigines’, into 
white society, or a combination of both biological and cultural visions.”44 After the 
Second World War assimilation generally referred to the cultural context and it came to 
be seen as “a form of uplift of the Aborigines, and as preparation for citizenship.”45 
Similar to Haebich, Moran believes the atrocities which occurred during the rule of the 
Nazis, who were firm proponents of biological racism, did much to discredit racist 
policies in the postwar era.46 
It is important to look at the motivations behind governmental policies. One of 
greatest motivations for the Australian government was “the need to maintain national 
homogeneity.”47 Race was an important factor in “national homogeneity,” but that shifted 
after racism “lost legitimacy” after the atrocities of the Second World War.48 While 
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Hasluck and Elkin were both proponents of assimilation, they approached it from 
different perspectives. Hasluck believed individual assimilation, which would strip 
Aborigines of their cultural identity and place them into the established white society, 
was preferable, while Elkin fought for group assimilation. Group assimilation held there 
was “some value in the maintenance of a form of Aboriginal identity and cultural 
practice.”49 A greater discussion of both these figures and of the ways in which they 
changed policies will be discussed in more detail in a later chapter. All of the policies and 
assumptions of the government of Australia were affected by race, and there were 
continuous debates about how and whether race mattered, and what to do with those of 
mixed race.50 Absorption was considered a viable option by some administrations during 
the 1930s (particularly Dr. Cecil Cook and A.O. Neville), but the public was not 
supportive.51 
Since the end of official assimilation policy Australia has been in the era of self-
determination, and there are many struggles faced by today’s Aboriginal population.52 
Poverty, extensive violence, addiction, unemployment, and abuse plague those who live 
removed from “mainstream” society. In the shift to a policy of self-determination it 
seems that the Aboriginal population has been abandoned by the government which 
created the conditions it must now face.53 These problems were caused by restoring rights 
to Aboriginal people “without planning for the consequences” and establishing services 
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to guide individuals and families through this change.54 It is necessary to pay adequate 
attention to the importance of culture and the process of reconciliation.55 It is clear the 
Australian government has not provided enough services for communities, families, and 
individuals.  
I acknowledge the benefit of recent efforts made to begin a process of 
reconciliation between the government and the Aboriginal peoples but believe that the 
“restrictive policy framing and a lack of political will have severely hindered the progress 
of the Australian reconciliation process.”56 Australia has made the transition from the 
assimilation era into what Armitage calls “integration with limited self-management.”57 
This period, which began in 1967, saw the beginnings of the Aboriginal civil rights 
movement and the attempt to regain land rights.58 In 1979 the National Aboriginal 
Conference (NAC) was organized to facilitate an agreement between the Aboriginal 
people and the government. The purpose was to protect indigenous culture, restore land 
rights, to provide compensation, and give Aborigines the right to self-management.59 The 
lack of will, along with the rhetoric of the campaign, has made it extremely difficult for 
genuine changes to be made. This is the struggle of the current post-assimilation period. 
The policy of assimilation was supposed to make the indigenous peoples into better 
citizens, but it refuses to include them fully in national life.60 The rights which have been 
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laid out for the Aboriginal people during the assimilation process derive from the fact 
they are Aborigines, instead of deriving from a set of universal rights.61 As a result of the 
way this process has evolved, “official reconciliation became little more than an 
assimilationist nation-building exercise.”62 The next section will discuss the causal 
effects of ideas. Understanding how world events affect ideas and how ideas in turn 
affect policies will help explain how the history and events in Australia and the 
international community caused a shift in the ideas, worldviews, and decisions of 
policymakers, activists, which, in turn, caused governmental policies to change. 
 




 Through a qualitative analysis of scholars who study ideas and their effect on 
public policy, scholars who study governmental policies on Aborigines in Australia, and 
the changes which occurred within the government and wider society between the pre 
and postwar periods I seek to explain what caused the governmental policy shift in 
Australia from one of biological absorption to one of cultural assimilation and how it 
occurred. I’ve chosen to explain this policy shift with the knowledge that ideas matter. 
World events shape ideas, and ideas in turn shape policies. The major world event which 
caused this shift was the Second World War. It was the watershed between the prewar 
                                                 
61
 Short, “Reconciliation,” 501. 
62
 Short, “Reconciliation,” 506. 
 22 
policy of absorption and the postwar policy of assimilation that significantly altered 
Australian attitudes and goals. The atrocities of the Nazis, which prompted the postwar 
creation of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, were a significant part of the era 
which influenced the shift in policy. Ideas about human rights and how societies should 
function changed. As a result of the Holocaust, racism was no longer an accepted social 
practice. The dangers of it had been exposed and, as a result, it had to be eradicated. 
There was a growing desire to create a homogenous Australian society, within which race 
would not be a point of contention. Australia also wished to strengthen its ties to the 
West, and to be positively perceived by the United States, Great Britain, and other 
powerful countries around the world. Officials knew they would have to make efforts to 
change policies and uphold the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.  
 The implication for the theory that ideas matter in the formation of public policy 
is that Australian officials were influenced by what occurred in the world, not just what 
was occurring in Australia at the time. Events changed ideas and worldviews, and shifts 
in ideas and worldviews have causal consequences. Beliefs changed as a result of the 
shift in ideas about race, human rights, and foreign relations. The shift in beliefs, of the 
public and of governmental officials, caused policy changes. Though there are 
individuals who aren’t confined by popular beliefs and worldviews (these individuals 
often become activists and innovators), the majority of people are restricted by what they 
can imagine and what ideas are accepted at the time.  
I will use case study methods in this thesis, which is appropriate because I 
researched the situation in one governmental system. I am studying the effect of ideas, 
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which cannot be understood using a large-n analysis. It is a single, rather than 
comparative case study using process-tracing analysis. Data was collected from primary 
and secondary sources on Australia and from sources on the conceptual notion of ideas 
and policy formation. I am inferring theories, as this is a qualitative project. 
My evidence is drawn from a variety of sources. I have two main topics of 
research: that which relates directly to the Australian experience, and that which relates to 
the conceptual notion of ideas and their effect on policy formation. The Australia-specific 
material includes primary and secondary sources. Primary sources are drawn from 
archives and official documents and secondary are drawn from scholarship. The 
conceptual material is drawn from academic scholarship on this topic. My findings 
cannot be perfectly generalized to other cases because the Australian situation is unique. 
Ideas and the Second World War have also affected the policy formation in other 
countries, but my focus is how it specifically relates to Australia. Ideas and world events 
can, however, shape policy formation in a variety of circumstances. 
My research is valid if I can do what proponents of case study research argue: in-
depth qualitative research to produce a richer array of data and evidence with which to 
measure key concepts within a case. I believe that others doing the same research would 
reach similar conclusions. I have found significant evidence which acknowledges the 
affect of world events and ideas on Australia’s policy formation with regard to 
Aboriginal assimilation. I am not able to conclude that ideas and events are the only 
things that matter though I believe they are, for Australia’s policy formation, the most 
important. I was not able to explore all research or scholarship that has been done in the 
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 The belief that ideas matter, in both domestic and foreign policy formation, is 
widely accepted. Judith Goldstein and Robert O. Keohane define ideas as “beliefs held by 
individuals” and argue that “ideas influence policy when the principled or causal beliefs 
they embody provide road maps that increase actors’ clarity about goals or ends-means 
relationships, when they affect outcomes of strategic situations in which there is no 
unique equilibrium, and when they become embedded in political institutions.”63 
Worldviews, principled beliefs, and causal beliefs are the three main ideas important in 
policy. Worldviews are “conceptions of possibility” which are “entwined with people’s 
conceptions of their identities, evoking deep emotions and loyalties.”64 Principled beliefs 
are “normative ideas that specify criteria for distinguishing right from wrong and just 
from unjust.”65 Causal beliefs “provide strategies for the attainment of goals” and are 
derived from power structures within the community, whether that be individuals, groups, 
or the government.66 These causal ideas are “embodied in institutions” and they “shape 
the solutions to problems” while “worldviews and principled beliefs structure people’s 
views about the fundamental nature of human life and the morality of practices and 
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choices.”67 Throughout this thesis I will examine how worldviews, principled beliefs, and 
causal beliefs affect Australia’s policies and caused change within the government and 
public opinion. 
Ideas affect political institutions, and it is clear they affected governmental 
assimilation policies in Australia. Because “ideas help to order the world,” they “may 
shape agendas, which can profoundly shape outcomes.”68 Once ideas become a 
recognized and acceptable part of policy, they are difficult to change. They are 
institutionalized into the rules and norms of society and through this, “constrain public 
policy.”69 Though there are individuals who aren’t confined by popular ideas and 
worldviews (these individuals often challenge government policies), the majority of 
citizens and policymakers are restricted by what they can imagine and what ideas are 
accepted at the time. The prominence of racist thought and assumed inferiority of 
Aborigines dominated Australia’s governmental policy until the Second World War. 
Ideas alone, however, cannot be given all credit for changes in policy. Power, greed, and 
material objectives must also be acknowledged, though ideas about them will have 
affected the way in which they are obtained or carried out within the community. Both 
ideas and tangible variables matter, and together they affect the actions and mindset of 
society. Though Australia had moral reasons to change their policies, they also realized 
that in order to be respected by the rest of the developed world they had to change policy 
to fit within the demands of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Their previous 
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policy of absorption had also failed, and it was time to try a new strategy. It is clear that 
ideas are not irrelevant. Our individual ideas become collective ideas and consciousness, 
and our lives increase in meaning when it is acknowledged that our ideas shape the 
world.70 Goldstein and Keohane confidently assert that “policy changes can be influenced 
by ideas both because new ideas emerge and as a result of the changes in underlying 
conditions affecting the impact of existing ideas.”71 
Humans are affected by their ideas, which influence their actions. As a result, 
actions such as policy formation are influenced by these ideas. There are three things, in 
addition to causal ideas, which affect the policymaking process. The first is “the identity 
and characteristics of political actors,” including individuals and groups.72 The second is 
“the nature of the difficulties or harms themselves,” and the third is “the deliberate use of 
language and symbols.”73 When analyzing the shift in the treatment of Aborigines and 
assimilation in documents between the pre and post war period, language is important. 
Through language we can infer that major shifts in mindset have occurred.74 Each 
situation is unique, and must be analyzed as such because it involves different actors, a 
different problem, and a different use of language. All of the above factors contribute to 
the formation of policy. There is no formula which can assure a regular outcome.  
 There is a need to distinguish “between action and consequences and between 
purpose and lack of purpose” because our ideas and actions have both intended and 
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unintended consequences.75 Social policy and ignorance often create instances of 
unintended consequences and “poverty, malnutrition, and disease are ‘caused’ when 
people do not understand the harmful consequences of their willful actions.”76 The 
present condition of Aborigines in Australia is the result of government policies like 
assimilation which meant to uplift the indigenous people but did not truly want them to 
gain absolute freedom, individual rights, and integration in mainstream society. As a 
result they remain alienated and Australia is still struggling to discern how to rectify the 
problem. Deborah Stone notes that one of the strategies used in causal politics is “to 
argue that the effects of an action were secretly the intended purpose of the actor.”77 
However, this cannot be assumed, “purpose must always be demonstrated with evidence 
of the actors’ wishes or motives, apart from the effects of his actions.”78 There are several 
results which can emerge from causal theories. Causal theories can “either challenge or 
protect an existing social order,” they can “assign responsibility to particular political 
actors” for the result of an action, they can “legitimate and empower particular actors as 
‘fixers’ of the problem,” and finally they can “create new political alliances among 
people who are shown to stand in the same victim relation to the causal agent.”79 
 It is certain that “meaning makes the world go round,” and ideas are critical in 
shaping world actions.80 Pure materialists are incorrect when they say “human history 
would have run the same course even had paganism, world religions, and Marxisms 
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never been invented,” but one cannot claim that ideas are everything.81 There must be a 
balance between these claims. John A. Hall writes that culture provides the “rules of 
social action” and that without these rules it would be impossible “for human beings 
within a society to understand each other at all.”82 The world would certainly be different 
if the Second World War had not occurred and the horrific Nazi ideals not been put into 
action by Adolf Hitler. The perception of Aborigines throughout Australia’s history 
would have differed greatly if ideas on racial difference and superiority had never 
emerged.  
While he does not deny that a relationship between policies and ideas exists, 
Albert S. Yee, like Hall, questions how large a role ideas play in policy formation 
because it is clear to him that ideas are not the only factor.83 He acknowledges that critics 
are concerned that often “the causal effects of ideations are implied or assumed rather 
than ascertained.”84 He also notes there are instances in which “the causal effects of 
ideations on policies are displaced on the effects of socialization, education, propaganda, 
etc.”85 One can avoid this, but still infer causation, using “statistical associations” or 
“congruence” and “process tracing.”86 Congruence calls for establishing consistency 
“between the content of given beliefs and the content of the decision(s)” while process 
tracing “traces the process – the intervening steps – by which beliefs influence 
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behavior.”87 Process tracing is considered a better approach than congruence. However, 
knowing the steps taken “does not reveal how ideas and beliefs caused them to take those 
steps.”88 If other methods of analysis are not sufficient it may be useful to employ 
counterfactuals. Through them, we can “hypothetically ‘rerun history’ by ‘imagining’ a 
hypothetical experiment repeated many times ‘in the same country and at the same 
time.’”89 What if the Second World War had not happened, or if the atrocities had been 
less significant or nonexistent? It is possible that such a change in history would have 
changed the international human rights campaign. It is also possible that it would have 
changed (or rather, caused policies not to change) in Australia.  
The change of ideas has been instrumental in the shift from colonialism to anti-
colonialism. It must be acknowledged that there was a shift in governmental policies after 
the Second World War, but it is clear these changes have been slow and assimilation 
policy remains a contested topic in Australia. This occurred because “ideas can 
destabilize old institutions based on discredited ideas and serve as the basis of new 
institutions.”90 Colonialism, which rests heavily on the idea of racism, was discredited 
after the atrocities of the Second World War were discovered. After the war international 
institutions and many countries strove to end the influence of colonialism throughout the 
world.91 Despite the push for independence and self-determination policymakers of 
industrialized and developed countries believed “as long as colonies remained in a 
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condition of relative backwardness socially and economically, they were in no position to 
take on the burdens of self-government.”92 This notion was also applied to groups of 
indigenous peoples, such as the Aborigines in Australia, and was used as justification for 
“gradual and specific rather than rapid and universal decolonization.”93 
Human rights policies in the United States and Western Europe changed in the 
aftermath of World War II. As a former colony of the United Kingdom Australia’s 
consciousness and government policies emerged from the same culture as the United 
States and Western Europe. Kathryn Sikkink notes “the placing of human rights issues on 
the international agenda is often seen as a direct result of the shocking atrocities of the 
Nazis” and that the “experiences of the war served as a powerful impetus for a change in 
policy.”94 The increase of human rights often means that nations must give up some of 
their sovereignty in order to allow more rights of the individual, and to allow their human 
rights record to be judged by the international community. Many countries have been 
resistant to this change, so an increase in national transparency has been slow.95 Like 
many other scholars, Sikkink notes that “policymakers adapted new policies because their 
ideas had changed.”96 Policymakers are the agents through which ideas affect policy, but 
policies are not always changed in unison with the shift in ideas. Often policies are 
slower to change and there is a period of time in which general beliefs within a 
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community are different from official policy.97 Disunion can occur because ideas have 
shifted and policy is slow to adapt, or because policy has changed but public opinion does 
not yet agree with the new changes. 
 The proposition that ideas matter is widely accepted. Ideas are crucial variables 
that can produce a variety of results. In the following pages I will use scholarship on 
ideas and Australian history to explain how world events, such as the Second World War, 
have lingering effects on countries and peoples, particularly in the way such an event has 
changed their ideas of the world, their actions, and people around them. Events matter, 
not only for their tangible consequences, but also because events change ideas, and in 
turn, ideas change policies. Policy changes affect the future. Ideas are independent 
variables, policies are dependent variables, and change is causal over time. Though there 
are exceptions, the majority of individuals are confined by acceptable ideas of the period. 
The Second World War, and the atrocities which resulted from it, changed the way in 
which individuals viewed people and led to an increased focus on the rights of human 
beings. Ideas that policies of racism were unethical and detrimental increased, as well as 
the idea that the dignity of the human person demanded universal rights for all. 
Governmental officials in Australia had begun to realize that biological absorption was 
not a successful policy. As a result of this, in addition to the international focus on human 
rights and the desire to be viewed positively around the world, and the lingering desire to 
create a homogeneous society, cultural assimilation became policy. The next chapter will 
examine the changes which occurred in the ideas and language of Australian policies 
                                                 
97
 Sikkink, “Power of Principled Ideas,” 155. 
 32 
relating to race or racial ideas between pre and post Second World War. An analysis of 
documents and correspondence, with particular attention paid to the language used, ideas 
expressed, and reasoning for policy will help infer the shift in mindset with regard to 
assimilation and the place of Aborigines in white Australian society. 
 
 33 
Chapter Three: Race and Racial Theories in Australia 
 
This chapter will focus on the shift of views on race in Australia, particularly the 
views on Aboriginal peoples from initial contact in the eighteenth century through the 
post-Second World War era continuing to the present. The focus will be on the history of 
race and racial theories in Australia, the effects of events and outcomes of the Second 
World War on racial views, and the struggle to shift from absorption to assimilation 
policies in the post-war era. Special attention will be paid to the doomed race theory 
which was prominent from 1880 to1939 and to the beliefs of A.P. Elkin and Paul 
Hasluck. Though their views differed, both were incredibly influential in shaping the 




Early Anthropological Beliefs and Racial Theories 
 
The way in which late nineteenth and early twentieth century anthropologists 
conceived of human evolution was “a single developmental sequence on which the 
various races of humankind represented different stages of advancement.”1 Russell 
McGregor explains how this was extremely different from the way evolution was 
described in Charles Darwin’s The Origin of Species. In Darwin’s theory “biological 
                                                 
1
 Russell McGregor, “The Doomed Race: A Scientific Axiom of the Late Nineteenth Century,” Australian 
Journal of Politics and History 39, no. 1 (1993): 18. 
 34 
evolution was a process of diversification,” a theory which he explained with the 
metaphor of an ever-growing tree.2 In the theories of anthropologists, however, human 
evolution was seen as “a process of convergence;” a “parallel development” in which 
“some races surged ahead, others left behind and doomed to perish.”3 
McGregor asserts that the doomed race theory dominated white Australian 
thought from the years 1880 until 1939, though it began to slowly lose legitimacy after 
the First World War. In the late eighteenth century, it was believed that “it was the 
cultivation of the soil that was the necessary badge of civilization.”4 Societies, or groups 
of people, went through a “natural development sequence” from “savagery” to 
“barbarism” and finally to “civilization.”5 Savagery was defined as “hunting as the mode 
of subsistence” while barbarism was “characterized by nomadic pastoralism” and 
civilization was “distinguished by agriculture and commerce.”6 Because the Aboriginal 
peoples were a hunter-gatherer society the settler-colonists viewed the land as empty, 
despite the fact that the Aborigines utilized it in many ways and access to it was vital to 
their survival.7  
As evolutionary theories gained legitimacy Aborigines became “ranked as one of 
the most primitive of human races,” the least developed in the “evolutionary sequence.”8 
Their habits and customs were studied by scientists and scholars who theorized that by 
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observing Aboriginal ways of life they could understand how their ancestors may have 
lived thousands of years ago. Aboriginal peoples were considered to be a living precursor 
to modern humans. Their perceived physical and mental characteristics, in addition to 
their way of life, were used to characterize them as “less human.”9 For settler-colonists it 
was “psychologically desirable” to see Aborigines as inferior beings, as that made it 
easier to justify their actions.10 With the knowledge that Aborigines were inferior there 
was no doubt in the colonial mind that the native peoples would not be able to coexist 
with white settlers for long. They believed that “a people so underdeveloped and 
immature could not possible survive in competition with superior and progressive 
European races.”11 These ideas restricted the possibilities for Aborigines white 
Australians could conceive of for the future, greatly affecting the way in which they 
interacted with Aboriginal peoples.  
An article published in 1872 in The Journal of the Anthropological Institute of 
Great Britain and Ireland serves as invaluable insight into the thoughts of scholars and 
anthropologists on the Aboriginal peoples. The author, C. S. Wake, seeks to “establish 
what are the real mental phenomena exhibited by the natives of Australia” and show his 
readers “the condition in which man generally must have existed in the primeval ages.”12 
Wake writes that mental capacities consist of moral and intellectual parts, and claims that 
Aboriginals have no intellect and very few morals. He believes they have no cares 
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beyond the “continuance of their existence” and “gratification of their passions.”13 
Wake’s observations are typical for this time: during the period of colonization many 
groups or cultures were considered “uncivil” for being hunter-gatherer societies instead 
of living pastoral lifestyles. Wake’s analysis of Aboriginal life includes many back-
handed compliments. He admits that some of their tools and weapons are useful but 
suggests it’s likely they were discovered by accident instead of through intentional 
planning. He calls their art interesting but decrees that “as a rule they may be classed with 
the productions of children.”14  
Wake also disparages Aboriginal languages and system of governance, claiming 
that language is not sign of intellect and their government is nonexistent. He discredits 
other authors who shed a more positive light, such as Sir Thomas Mitchell, who describes 
Aboriginals as simple but admirable. Wake responds with the claim that Aboriginal 
peoples are “great thieves” who steal “objects which they could not know the use.”15 His 
inconsistencies are astounding. In one sentence he details how women care little for their 
children (they may be killed and eaten if food is scarce) while a short while later he 
delivers another complement which ultimately seeks to criticize when he says a 
“redeeming feature” is affection for their children but also cites this as a great 
weakness.16 Wake continues in his unsavory report with the claim that “moral ideas have 
in the case of the Australian Aborigines remained almost wholly undeveloped.”17 They 
are consistently referred to as child-like. Ultimately Wake decides that it cannot be 
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proved that “the Australians have fallen from a higher state of civilization.”18 It is 
determined that they are not yet fully developed and as such “represent the childhood of 
humanity itself.”19 Wake finishes with the belief that the Aboriginal peoples “represent 
one of the earliest stages in the progress of mankind towards that high culture which is 
exhibited by the European.”20 
Both Wake’s beliefs and the language which he uses to share his opinions, and the 
thoughts of others, demonstrate the widespread feeling of superiority which white 
settlers, scholars, and governmental officials felt over the native peoples of Australia. 
Aboriginal peoples were thought to be “behind” in the evolutionary process. This belief 
was held not only by Wake, but by other writers of the time, even if they did not agree to 
what extent. Race was not immediately used as a reason to explain their inferiority but it 
soon became a distinguishing factor. It was considered “conventional wisdom” that “the 
Aborigines would suffer the inevitable fate of an inferior race.”21 There were few ideas to 
contradict this belief. This foundation led to strong belief in white racial superiority, a 
notion which influenced the ideas of officials and white Australians, and therefore the 




The assumption that the Aboriginal peoples would cease to exist in the near future 
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was significant because while there was no active policy to cause extinction of the 
Aborigines (since it was believed nature would take care of it) they were not included in 
white society.22 In 1900 the Commonwealth was formed and Australia achieved 
nationhood. Of increasing important to white Australians was the concept of social 
homogeneity. As a result laws were almost immediately passed to restrict immigration 
and promote White Australia policy, which was “intended to preserve the ethnic 
solidarity of the Australian nation as a British people bound together.”23 Officials were 
not subtle about expressing their desire for a homogenous society. During 
Commonwealth Parliamentary debates Alfred Deakin clearly stated the desire for a 
“White Australia” to be achieved through “the prohibition of all alien colored 
immigration.”24 The Immigration Restriction Act passed by Australian Parliament in 
1901 prohibited the immigration of anyone who could not speak or write a European 
language, was poor (likely to “become a charge upon the public or upon any public or 
charitable institution”), was an “idiot” or “insane,” had a disease, those engaged in 
prostitution or other crimes, and those engaged in contracted manual labor.25 Aboriginal 
peoples were not considered to be citizens because citizenship was “conditional on being 
able to demonstrate the requisite degree of civilization.”26  
Since Aborigines were seen as “relics of the past” and considered “irrelevant to 
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the national future” they were barely mentioned in the Constitution of 1900. 27 No 
provision was made for their welfare or integration. In section 127 the Constitution stated 
that when counting the populations of each state or territory Aboriginals should not be 
included.28 This was to prevent states with a larger number of Aboriginal peoples 
(namely Western Australia and Queensland) from gaining access to a greater amount of 
governmental resources. The government had little intention of using its funds on 
Aborigines and the belief remained that they would soon be extinct so it was seen as 
useless to include them in censuses. It was not until the 1967 referendum that section 127 
was removed from the Constitution.29 The only other place in which Aborigines were 
mentioned was in section 51 (xxvi) which stated that Parliament would “have power to 
make laws for the peace, order, and good government of the Commonwealth, with 
respect to… the people of any race, other than the aboriginal race in any State, for whom 
it is deemed necessary to make special laws.”30 Section 51 (xxvi) was revised as part of 
the 1967 referendum. The phrase “other than the aboriginal race in any State” was 
removed so that Aboriginal peoples would be under the same jurisdiction as all other 
Australian citizens.31 
The Constitution serves as an example of the way in which Aboriginal peoples 
were neglected in legislation. Because they believed Aboriginal peoples would die out 
citizens and policymakers could not conceive of a future in which Aborigines would play 
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a role in Australian national life. Because of this, definitions of Aboriginal identity (who 
was considered Aboriginal and who was not) were highly inconsistent throughout the 
period from initial contact to the beginnings of assimilation and beyond.32 Definitions of 
Aboriginality in legislation were particularly erratic. John McCorquodale, in looking 
through seven hundred pieces of legislation, found sixty-seven “identifiable 
classifications, descriptions, or definitions” of Aboriginal peoples.33  The legislation that 
did exist related to Aborigines was disjointed and inconsistent because each State made 
its own laws with regard to Aboriginal peoples, and therefore might also have different 
definitions of what it meant to be Aboriginal. Though there was a significant degree of 
variance, “the states, and later the territories, defined Aborigines mainly by blood.”34 In 
each state the “inclusion or exclusion of persons reflected the quantum of ‘black’ blood 




As settlers continued to flock to Australia in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries the interaction and proximity between whites and Aboriginal peoples 
increased. Van Krieken put it bluntly when he wrote that “with proximity comes 
intimacy, and with intimacy comes sex and babies.”36 Governmental officials became 
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concerned with the amount of mixed race offspring. This was the era in which biological 
absorption was relied upon as a way to decrease the amount of Aboriginal and part-
Aboriginal individuals in the country. Aboriginal Protection Boards were established in 
each state to intervene in Aboriginal affairs. In addition to the removal of Aboriginal 
children (particularly those of mixed race) from their families,37 the government also 
sought “control over the reproductive features of persons of mixed descent such that 
within several generations all outward signs of Aboriginal ancestry would be obscured by 
a preponderance of white.”38 The ultimate goal was to “breed out the color of both body 
and mind through a program of social engineering.”39 The commitment to absorption did 
not truly begin to fade until the period between the First World War and the Second 
World War. Until then there had been little domestic or international pressure to “revise 
the exclusion of Aborigines from the national community.”40  
 
Legislation and Government Action 
 
There were several key events and pieces of legislation during the period of 
prewar absorption which demonstrate the evolution of Aboriginal place within white 
Australian society. In 1837, due to conflict between settlers and Aborigines, primarily 
over land, the House of Commons Select Committee on Aborigines decided that a “more 
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managed policy towards Aboriginal peoples” was greatly needed.41 The focus was on 
education and securing land for the Aborigines. The program’s goal was to “protect and 
civilize,” but it was unsuccessful to due a lack of Aboriginal participation.42 This was the 
first major attempt to intervene in the Aboriginal lifestyle. Governmental officials and 
white Australians felt the need to intervene because they believed they were in a position 
of superiority. Aborigines Protection Boards, which were established in each state or 
territory between 1869 and 1910 (the first state to establish was Victoria, last was the 
Northern Territory), were much more successful. The Boards had complete control of the 
lives of the native population and were able to decree “where they could live, where their 
children could live, where they had to work, what funds they could have as an allowance, 
and who was and was not an Aboriginal person.”43 Aborigines were forced to live as 
settlements, which the white officials, who still believed that extinction was inevitable, 
thought would serve as a “pillow for a dying race.”44  
In 1937 the Conference of Administrators of Aboriginal Affairs took place. The 
officials present at the meeting endorsed a policy of absorption, decreeing that “this 
Conference believes that the destiny of the natives of Aboriginal origin, but not of the 
full-bloods, lies in their ultimate absorption by the people of the Commonwealth and it 
therefore recommends that all efforts be directed to that end.”45 The diversity of opinions 
of governmental officials in various states became evident when, in 1939, John McEwan 
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created the “New Deal for Aborigines” which sought to “raise all Aboriginal people, 
regardless of color or degree of white ancestry, into citizens of the Australian nation.”46 It 
sought to raise living standards in a similar way as the New Deal of the United States, 
which Franklin Delano Roosevelt established between 1933 and 1936. It is very likely 
that the program in the United States influenced the development of the New Deal for 
Aborigines. As part of this New Deal no biological changes were required for Aborigines 
to be considered citizens. Though this was only applicable to the Northern Territory 
because it was Commonwealth policy, it was extremely significant and foretold the 
important shift from absorption to assimilation policies that were to follow.47 In 1940 in 
New South Wales, as the popularity of assimilation theory began to grow, the Aborigines 
Protection Board was renamed the Aborigines Welfare Board. Its goal was to facilitate 
the “placement” of Aboriginal children into the white community, thereby increasing the 




 By 1939 some of Australia’s officials had already begun to consider assimilation 
as a viable new policy. The desire for a shift was not, however, prevalent in every state 
and territory. The Second World War had a significant effect on the views of the 
Australia public, the policymakers, and ultimately on policy itself. The events and 
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outcomes of the Second World War inspired and hastened the shift from a policy of 
biological absorption of the Aboriginal peoples to a policy of cultural assimilation. The 
most influential of these events and outcomes were the role of Aborigines in the 
Australian army, the Nazi atrocities which resulted in genocide, creating global concern 
on the treatment of minority groups, the establishment of the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights, the decolonization movement, and the influence of the now “morally-
conscious” West.  
 
The Emergence of War and Australia’s Role 
 
 The Second World War began in 1939 when Germany, under the leadership of 
Adolf Hitler and the Nazi Party, began to invade neighboring countries. Italy and Japan 
became allied with Germany and the trio of aggressors became known as the Axis 
Powers. The Allied Powers who fought against the invasion begun by Germany consisted 
of France, Britain, China, the United States, and the Soviet Union. France and Britain 
declared war shortly after the German invasion of Poland in 1939 but the United States 
did not declare until 1941 after a Japanese attack on U.S. forces at Pearl Harbor in 
Hawaii. 
As early as 1938 Australia began the process of mustering additional troops so 
that the country would be prepared to assist in the fight against the Axis Powers. Though 
Australia had achieved its own nationhood, it remained strongly tied to its origins in and 
 45 
connections to Britain and to the fight to maintain essential Western values.49 Australia 
declared War against Germany after their invasion of Poland. Due to its unique location 
in the Pacific and extensive ties to Britain, Australia ultimately split its war effort 
between assisting Britain in the fight against Germany and Italy in Europe and assisting 
the United States in the fight against the Japanese in the Pacific.50   
  There had been some Aboriginal participation in the military forces during the 
First World War but there was debate about the acceptable degree of Aboriginal 
participation in the Second World War because Aborigines were still not considered 
citizens. During the First World War there had been no standard procedures or policy 
with regard to Aborigines in the military forces and when Aboriginal veterans came back 
they did not receive the same benefits as white soldiers.51 Activists used this injustice to 
advocate for Aboriginal citizenship in the Commonwealth, especially when it became 
clear that another war was about to begin, but the government pushed aside this 
“mounting moral dilemma” because officials were occupied with “more pressing 
issues.”52 The law regulated that persons who were not of “substantially European 
descent” could not be drafted into the Australian military forces against their will but the 
law did not specify the regulations towards those of mixed race or the obligations which 
full or part Aboriginals may have had on the home front.53  
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The Australian Aborigines League, an activist group which fought for the rights 
of Aborigines, including citizenship, saw the oppression of Aboriginal peoples as 
inconsistent with the values of a democratic Australia. As the country entered into the 
fight against fascism it was clear to them that it was the opportune time to extend rights, 
especially as some Aborigines expressed the desire to assist in the military struggle of the 
Second World War.54 Despite some hesitation, the government allowed Aboriginal 
peoples to volunteer for the armed forces but did not greatly extend rights. The 
government maintained that though the additional manpower would be useful in the fight, 
the participation of “alien or British subjects of non-European origin” was “neither 
necessary nor desirable.”55 
Though their efforts were not always appreciated, the impact of Aboriginal 
participation in the armed forces of Australia was significant. Despite legal barriers 
which made it clear the assistance of Aboriginal peoples was not wanted, an estimated 
three thousand or more Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders enlisted in the Australian 
military. This number does not include those who assisted with the war effort without 
officially enlisting.56 The Second World War, and the participation of Aboriginal peoples, 
was important in the movement to assimilate Aborigines into society because it “helped 
white Australians to see Aborigines in new ways.”57 It changed ideas that white citizens 
had about Aboriginal peoples. A high degree of understanding, and in some cases 
friendship, is formed when soldiers train, fight and die alongside each other. One may 
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even go as far to say that the integrated experience of war “laid the basis for all the other 
changes that have occurred in the post war years.”58 
 
Genocide: Definitions and Concerns 
 
 The presence of Aborigines in Australia’s armed forces was not the only factor 
which led the shift in ideas and policy from absorption to assimilation in the post-war era. 
The universal revulsion in response to the atrocities of the Nazi regime is one of the most 
significant causes. During their period of power the Nazis, under the leadership of Adolf 
Hitler, established concentration camps to imprison and murder the Jews of Europe. It is 
estimated that over six million individuals were killed during this period, and the 
Holocaust has become the prime example of genocide.  
The term genocide was coined by Raphael Lemkin, a Polish-American attorney, 
in his book Axis Rule in Occupied Europe: Laws of Occupation, Analysis of Government, 
Proposals for Redress. The book was published in 1944 as the horrors of the Second 
World War were becoming known. Lemkin did not claim that the Holocaust was the first 
event of its kind, but wrote that his new term was created to “denote an old practice in its 
modern development.”59 The word was constructed from the Greek word genos, meaning 
“race” or “tribe”, and the Latin world cide, which means “killing”.60 When specifying the 
definition Lemkin wrote that “genocide does not necessarily mean the immediate 
                                                 
58
 Hall, The Black Diggers, 191. 
59
 Raphael Lemkin, Axis Rule in Occupied Europe: Laws of Occupation, Analysis of Government, 
Proposals for Redress (Concord, N.H.: Rumford Press, 1944), 79. 
60
 Lemkin, Axis Rule, 79. 
 48 
destruction of a nation, except when accomplished by mass killings” and that it is “a 
coordinated plan of all different actions aiming at the destruction of essential foundations 
of the life of national groups, with the aim of annihilating the groups themselves.”61 
 Horrified by the Nazi actions and determined to prevent future atrocities, the 
newly formed United Nations passed the General Assembly Resolution 96-I in 1946 
which decreed that genocide “is a crime under international law, contrary to the support 
and designs of the United Nations, and condemned by the civilized world.”62 In 1948 the 
Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide was passed and 
became the first human rights treaty of the United Nations. In Article Two the 
Convention defined genocide as: 
 
“any of the following acts committed with the intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a 
national, ethnical, racial, or religious group, as such: (a) Killing members of the group; 
(b) Causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the group; (c) Deliberately 
inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring about its physical destruction 
in whole or in part; (d) Imposing measures intended to prevent births within the group; 
(e) Forcibly transferring children of the group to another group.”63  
 
 
It is important to note that there has been significant debate of the nature of 
Aboriginal treatment in Australia and whether or not it should be considered genocide. 
Genocide’s two phases were described by Lemkin as the “destruction of the national 
pattern of the oppressed group” followed by “the imposition of the national pattern of the 
oppressor.”64 Though these phases did occur in Australia, and “there can be no doubt 
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about the disintegration of Aboriginal society, traditional culture and religion, the 
destruction of the Aborigine’s economic existence, their languages, their personal 
security, liberty, health, and dignity,” the difference between effects and intentions are 
crucial when determining whether or not an event can be termed genocide.65 In order to 
be considered genocide complete destruction of the group must be intention of the state, 
not simply an outcome of other policies. Because Australia’s policies focused on 
absorption and assimilation, with the intent to incorporate Aborigines into society rather 
than physically destroy them, many scholars do not consider it to be genocide.  
 
International Focus on Human Rights and Decolonization 
  
Along with the Convention on Genocide the United Nations also created a 
Commission on Human Rights, chaired by Eleanor Roosevelt and made up of an 
international group of scholars, politicians, and activists. The Commission created the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights to protect the rights of individuals throughout the 
world. It detailed social, economic, political, and cultural rights and stated that no one 
could be denied these rights based on “race, color, sex, language, religion, political or 
other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other status.”66 Both of these 
documents affected the views of Australia officials and helped encourage the shift from 
absorption to assimilation.  
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The documents, and the catastrophic war from which they emerged, had a 
profound effect on the morality and the human rights expectations of the West. Nations 
had become hyper-sensitive to instances of discrimination or injustice, a “postwar 
revulsion against overt expressions of racism.”67 The policies regarding Aboriginal 
peoples were clearly not in union with the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and 
because of this Australia faced criticism from powerful Western countries such as the 
United States and Great Britain.68 Aborigines were discriminated against based on race, 
not recognized as citizens, didn’t have freedom of movement, at times did not have the 
choice of marriage or reproduction, had a limited right to property, didn’t have the right 
to vote, employment was controlled by the government, the standard of living was poor, 
parents did not have the right to choose what type of education their children received, 
and access to education that “shall promote understanding, tolerance and friendship 
among all nations, racial or religious groups” was nonexistent.69 
 Decolonization occurred in the postwar era because European nations did not 
have the resources to maintain colonies and because strong nations like the United States 
and the Soviet Union were no longer supportive of colonization practices. The 
decolonization movement became an influential factor in the change of Australia’s policy 
towards Aborigines. Because of questionable policies and practices “Australia’s record 
with its indigenous people was raised with increasing frequency in international forums, 
causing some embarrassment to the Commonwealth government.”70 Australia sought to 
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maintain its positive relations with powerful Western countries and doing so meant 
conforming to their values and standards. Because decolonization became a broadly 
accepted idea and practice Australian officials and citizens were now able to conceive of 
it as a possibility for Australia. Russell McGregor details the drastic shift between the 
1948 Conference of Commonwealth and State Aboriginal Welfare Authorities (the first 
postwar conference) and the conference which had occurred before the war in 1937. In 
1937 officials focused on absorption, “the need for reproductive management to control 
color.” In 1948 strategies relating to this goal were not mentioned and the focus was on 
“the Aboriginal attainment of citizenship.”71 Due to immigration concerns after the war a 
Nationality and Citizenship Act, which defined Australia’s peoples as citizens of 
Australia in addition to British subjects, was created in 1948. This Act did not 
discriminate against Aboriginal peoples. It did not use the term Aboriginal at all, but 
instead included them under the category of “natural-born.”72 Though they were given 
official Commonwealth citizenship through this document Aborigines did not gain many 
legal rights in the states until years later. 
Paul Hasluck, who became the Minister for Territories in 1951, was a strong 
proponent of assimilation. He and A.P. Elkin, a respected anthropologist, will be 
discussed at length in the following section. McGregor observed that “whereas interwar 
absorption sought to erase color, postwar assimilation (in Hasluck’s model) sought to 
eradicate color prejudice,” and he gave several reasons for this shift including 
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decolonization and desire to end racism to prevent atrocities. He also explained that the 
International Labor Organization, a UN agency concerned about indigenous rights, 
“advocated the assimilation of indigenous peoples into their encompassing nation-states 
as the only viable strategy for ensuring their futures.”73 Additionally there was a great 
deal of activism in Australia during this era as both white and Aboriginal individuals 
pressured the government to change their policies. Once the war was over it became clear 
that the Aboriginal peoples were not becoming extinct. A shift in ideas and policy was 
inevitable, as the government could no longer ignore the presence of Aborigines in 
Australian society.74  
 




Though it was not until after the Second World War that the government truly 
understood and acknowledged the need to incorporate the Aboriginal peoples of Australia 
into mainstream society, the idea of assimilation had been growing since the 1930s. Both 
A.P. Elkin and Paul Hasluck, who would become two of the most influential individuals 
in assimilation policy, were beginning to conceptualize and develop their understandings 
of what assimilation meant, and how it would affect the country. Though they both 
argued for assimilation they had different understandings of the concept and promoted 
their own opinions through their work. Their ideas, and the policies which resulted, were 
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affected not only by their individual beliefs but also by public opinion and organizational 
inertia. This was especially true for Hasluck as a government official and politician. 
Constrained by these factors, change was difficult and slow.  
  Elkin was an anthropologist who began studying Aboriginal peoples in the 1920s 
and was the only professor of anthropology in Australia from 1934 until 1951. As a result 
his expertise was sought frequently by policymakers. Elkin was greatly concerned with 
the future of Aboriginal peoples. In addition to focusing much of his work on this topic 
he also became the President of the Association for the Protection of Native Peoples, 
served on the Aborigines Welfare Board of New South Wales, and in 1939 he helped 
draft the New Deal for Aborigines.75 In the 1930s, while working as a journalist, Hasluck 
also began to think of assimilation as a possibility for the future.76 In 1951 he became the 
Commonwealth Minister for Territories, assuming control of the Aboriginal populations 
in Australia’s Northern Territory. Though he was only in control of the Northern 
Territory his influence spread and “assimilation became the guiding principle of 
Aboriginal administration in the various state jurisdictions.”77 
 Despite their mutual interest in and promotion of assimilation, Elkin and Hasluck 
had different conceptions about how to assimilate Aborigines into mainstream society. 
Once Hasluck took office and began to make policy changes, Elkin responded with 
criticisms. In 1953 Hasluck created a Welfare Ordinance for the Northern Territories. It 
proposed that the Aboriginal peoples become “wards” of the government to provide them 
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with social welfare and to increase the chance of assimilation.78 Hasluck believed that the 
Aborigines had a “need of guardianship and tutelage” in order to assimilate into the white 
Australian society.79 The ordinance was unique because it did not refer to the Aborigines 
as Aborigines or mention race. Hasluck instead called them “certain persons” which were 
to be assimilated.80 He did not want to identify them racially because he believed that 
putting them in a separate category based on race “tended to set the aborigines more and 
more apart and to hold them in a separate social compartment.”81 The goal of assimilation 
was citizenship, and to perpetuate a difference between Aborigines and white Australians 
would delay the process. Hasluck firmly believed that the “important criterion was not 
the color of a man’s skin but his way of life which should determine whether he could 
accept the responsibilities and enjoy the privileges of citizenship.”82 Elkin did not support 
Hasluck’s decision not to include the term Aborigine in his legislation because he felt it 
“underestimates the importance of being Aboriginal.”83 He argued that the use of the 
word “wards” was demeaning and would preserve the misconception that Aboriginal 
peoples were members of a “child race.”84 In a letter to Hasluck Elkin advised that in a 
time in which the country was being criticized for its policies “calling Aboriginals 
‘wards’ could only diminish Australia in the estimation of the world.”85  
Elkin believed that there could be a balance found in assimilation, a way to 
                                                 
78
 McGregor “Words, Wards, and Citizens,” 243. 
79
 Statement by the Minister for Territories, the Hon. Paul Hasluck: Native Welfare in the Northern 
Territory, 6 August 1952, National Archives of Australia, Canberra (NAA), A452, 1952/162. 
80
 Russell McGregor, “Avoiding ‘Aborigines’: Paul Hasluck and the Northern Territory Welfare 
Ordinance, 1953,” Australian Journal of Politics and History 51, no. 4 (2005): 513.   
81
 McGregor “Avoiding ‘Aborigines,’” 515.   
82
 McGregor “Avoiding ‘Aborigines,’” 515.   
83
 McGregor “Words, Wards, and Citizens,” 244. 
84
 McGregor “Avoiding ‘Aborigines,’” 522.   
85
 McGregor “Avoiding ‘Aborigines,’” 522.   
 55 
maintain Aboriginal culture and identity while also fully becoming a member of broader 
society. He claimed it was “a matter of fostering and directing change in Aboriginal 
cultures, assisting them toward the state that he called ‘civilization’.”86 Hasluck’s notion 
of assimilation was “rooted in the assumptions of liberal individualism” and he believed 
that in order for Aborigines to fully assimilate they would need to leave behind their 
Aboriginal culture and remove themselves from all they knew.87 They would have to 
become part of the white Australian society. McGregor summarizes the difference 
between Hasluck and Elkin extremely well when he describes the former’s goal as “a 
process of bringing individual Aboriginal persons into modernity” and the latter’s goal as 
“a matter of ensuring the transition of Aboriginal cultures into modernity.”88 Both could 
agree on the necessity to guide the Aboriginal peoples into modernity and citizenship but 
they disagreed on the process that would get them there.89 
Neither the theories of Hasluck or Elkin were without their faults nor did they 
have unanimous support from scholars and policymakers. They were shaped by the ideas, 
events, and worldviews of the postwar era. Some have argued that Hasluck’s policies 
focused too much on promoting individualism among Aboriginal peoples and not enough 
effort was given to making them feel part of the Australian community.90 Elkin is 
sometimes criticized for being unclear and wavering on what he thought the most 
important aspects of assimilation were.91 Both Hasluck and Elkin believed they knew the 
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solution for Aboriginal destiny and how to “guide” Aborigines into citizenship. While 
this was a paternalistic, and one could argue racist, belief the fact remains that these two 
individuals were instrumental in the policy shift of the Australia government from 
absorption to assimilation. The views of Hasluck and Elkin will be incorporated into the 
discussion on aboriginal child welfare, education, forced removal, and adoption in the 
next chapter. Ideas on race and the events and outcomes of the Second World War 
significantly changed how aboriginal child welfare was perceived between the pre and 
postwar eras. 
 57 
Chapter 4: The Adoption and Education of Aboriginal Children 
 
The worst parts of the government policies of absorption and assimilation were 
the “forced separation of children from their families” and the “rejection of the worth of 
Aboriginal culture.”1 The education and forced removal of Aboriginal children was 
extremely detrimental to Aboriginal families and communities, and created lasting effects 
which continue to plague Australia today. The policies on education and adoption were 
shaped by the ideas policymakers and citizens had about Aboriginal peoples and their 
capabilities and needs. This chapter will provide an overview of the policies of education 
and forced removal which created the “Stolen Generations” of Australia, the content and 
purpose of education, the process of separation and removal, the views of policymakers 
such as A.P. Elkin and Paul Hasluck, the effect that the events and outcomes of the 
Second World War (and the ideas which resulted) had on these practices, and finally the 
lasting affects and attempts to have reconciliation. Each state, because it was under its 
own jurisdiction, had its own laws and policies regarding education and removal of full 
Aboriginal and mixed race children. Though they operated on varied timelines all worked 
towards assimilation and practiced similar methods in order to achieve that goal. 
 
History of Interaction 
 
As European settlers continued to expand across the Australia continent in the late 
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nineteenth and early twentieth centuries intimate relationships between white and 
Aboriginal peoples increased. These sexual encounters, typically between white men and 
Aboriginal women, were frequently exploitative and Aboriginal women often became 
pregnant. This effect “was to radically transform the nature of the relationship between 
colonizers and colonized, especially the European smugness about the inevitable 
disappearance of the Aboriginal race.”2 Children born of mixed race were referred to by 
white governmental authorities as ‘half-caste’. In the early twentieth century, 
approximately around 1910 or 1911, officials became increasingly concerned with the 
“alarming rapidity of the increase in part-Aboriginal children” and decided that the most 
effective way to absorb them into mainstream society was to remove them from their 
families.3 The goal of this policy was to separate the mixed race children from the full-
blood population, educate them, and eventually facilitate marriages of half-castes to 
white Australians. If half-castes married full-blood individuals this would strengthen the 
Aboriginal race (which White Australians did not want), but if a half-caste procreated 
with a white individual their children would be only one quarter Aboriginal (called 
“quadroon”) and then their grandchildren would only be one eighth Aboriginal (called 
“octoroon”), and eventually there would be no trace of Aboriginality left. Officials hoped 
that if full-blood Aborigines remained isolated and prevented from marrying mixed blood 
individuals they would eventually die out.4  
Though white officials did not desire the continuance of the Aboriginal race and 
                                                 
2
 Robert van Krieken, “Reshaping Civilization: Liberalism Between Assimilation and Cultural Genocide,” 
Demetrius at The Australian National University (19 May 2009): 8, http://hdl.handle.net/1885/41758. 
3
 Van Krieken, “Reshaping Civilization,” 8. 
4
 Peter Read, A Rape of the Soul So Profound: The Return of the Stolen Generations (St. Leonards, NSW: 
Allen & Unwin, 1999), 21-22. 
 59 
hoped Aboriginal peoples would either die out or become absorbed into white Australian 
society they wanted to educate both full-blood and half-caste children. Education was an 
important process because, in the opinion of the government, it would make full-blooded 
Aborigines better laborers and would make mixed raced Aborigines better workers in 
addition to helping them assimilate into white society (which was important since it was 
hoped they would marry white Australians). All education measures strove to reduce the 
Aboriginality of the children, whether they were full or part Aborigine. Children were 
taught “rudimentary skills only in keeping with the lowly social class which the 
colonized were to occupy” and the introduction of “civilization” and “Christianity” were 
considered vitally important.5 Whites felt that through such an “enlightening” education 
they could “raise Aboriginals from a state of savagery to something almost human.”6 
Despite the belief in their ability to “better” the lives of Aborigines through education, 
individuals were educated “only to fulfill the most menial forms of employment.”7 White 
Australians had low expectations of what Aboriginal peoples could achieve, even with an 
education. High teacher turnover, in addition to a lack of resources and the refusal to 
provide classes in native languages, did not create positive or successful learning 
environments.8 The ideal of creating a homogenous Australian population motivated 
government officials to enforce these policies.  
Education, Welch wrote, served “as an instrument of internal colonialism by 
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socializing the colonized into acceptance of inferior status, power and wealth.”9  
Aborigines were not allowed to have any input in the education curriculum and 
traditional methods of learning were completely ignored. In traditional Aboriginal 
education “learning was experimental” and a high level of importance was placed on 
spirituality and cultural initiations.10 Forced child removal frequently accompanied 
education measures and children would either be taken to reserves or stations to live in 
dormitories (their parents may or may not have also lived on the reserves or stations, but 
regardless they were often taken from their homes), in separate children’s education 
institutions, or homes of white Australians through the process of fostering and adoption. 
Children of mixed race were more likely to be fostered or adopted into white families. 
Through this process of education and removal “childhood for Aboriginal children 
became an institutional experience.”11 The majority of individuals believed this to be a 
good solution because they were constrained by popular ideas of the time which viewed 
Aboriginal peoples as less developed and in need of assistance. Though there were 
exceptions, such as activists for Aboriginal rights, the vast majority believed this to be the 
best course of action due to accepted beliefs of the era.  
Before delving deeper into the experiences of Aboriginal children it will be 
beneficial to explain why these children are referred to as the “Stolen Generations.” Peter 
Read describes them as “victims of Australia-wide policies which aimed to separate us 
from our parents, our family, our neighborhood, our community, our country and our 
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rightful inheritance as Aboriginal citizens of Australia.”12 The process of separation and 
removal began because early missionaries wanted to prove to other Europeans that 
“Aboriginal children were made in God’s image and educable to the level of white 
domestic servants and laborers.”13 Missionary efforts were directed towards children 
because they were seen as malleable, while adult Aborigines were perceived as unable to 
learn.14 The policies not only took away the Aboriginal community and identity for the 
children who were subjected to forced education and removal from the early twentieth 
century through the 1960s, it also had extremely detrimental effects on the members of 
the Aboriginal community left behind (parents, siblings, friends, and neighbors) and the 
future offspring of those who were “stolen” from their way of life. Aboriginal children 
“were to be educated so that they would forget their origins and become European” and 
thus as adults would be unable and unwilling to pass Aboriginal traditions and culture 
along to their children.15 As a result many future generations were “stolen” as well, and 




Aboriginal Child Welfare  
 
Armitage describes four policy periods of Aboriginal child welfare in New South 
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Wales. Though focused on one state the policy periods described correlate strongly to 
policies which were put into place in other Australian states as well, though each state or 
territory had its own timeline and similar policies functioned under different names. 
Because of this the policies enacted by government officials in New South Wales can be 
examined to present a good understanding of the various periods of education and 
removal that Aboriginal children were subjected to throughout the country. The first 
period was from 1788 to 1883, when Europeans had early contact with Aboriginal 
peoples. During this time intervention by missionaries and officials was attempted but 
they had no legal power to enforce education. They attempted to bribe Aborigines with 
“incentives” such as “food supplies, blankets, and other European goods” to allow the 
schooling of their children but these early efforts failed.16 Europeans saw Aborigines as a 
people of “stubbornness and inferiority” and so they decided to “establish more thorough 
and formal control over the lives of Aboriginals through the establishment of the 
Aborigines Protection Board.”17 
The second period spans from 1883 until 1940, the period in which the 
Aborigines Protection Board was in control and there was a “deliberate systematic effort 
to train, educate, and employ Aboriginal children.”18 In the early years of this policy 
period efforts were focused on bringing Aboriginal people to reserves and training 
Aboriginal children to work for white Australians. Boys were trained to “make them 
suitable for farm labor” and girls were trained to work in domestic service.19 At this point 
                                                 
16
 Armitage, Comparing the Policy, 42.  
17
 Armitage, Comparing the Policy, 42. 
18
 Armitage, Comparing the Policy, 43.  
19
 Armitage, Comparing the Policy, 43. 
 63 
in time Aboriginal families forced to live on the reserves still lived together, but in 1911 
the Aborigines Protection Board became legally able to separate children from their 
parents. Though officials could give various reasons for why a child was being removed 
from his or her family, simply the parent or caretaker being Aboriginal, particularly if the 
child was of mixed race or lighter complexion, was sufficient. There were three forms of 
separation. The first occurred when children remained on the same reserve or station as 
their families. Though they were nearby, children were forced to live in dormitories and 
not allowed to see their parents on a daily basis. If children did not live on reserves they 
were often brought to reserves to live in a dormitory or other “designated residential 
institution.”20 Visitors were discouraged, and the distance between the child and family 
members was often great enough to prevent regular visits. The third type of separation 
was when Aboriginal children were sent to live with white families for the purpose of 
working as a farm laborer or domestic maid.21 That the law allowed officials to forcibly 
remove Aboriginal children demonstrated that “the wider context of child removal is 
again revealed not as misguided missionary or bureaucratic zeal but a concerted effort by 
the state to terminate and prevent Aboriginal self-identification.”22 In later years 
Aboriginal children would be fostered and sometimes even adopted by white Australians, 
but in this era they were sent mainly for working purposes and to expose them to white 
society which officials were certain would be beneficial as the children continued to 
assimilate. Ideas and assumptions about the nature of Aboriginal peoples made these 
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actions acceptable to the majority of white citizens and policymakers. 
 
Concerns on Mixed Race 
 
In 1912 W. Baldwin Spencer, a professor from Melbourne University, was 
appointed to the position of “Special Commissioner and Chief Protector of Aborigines.”23 
Instead of promoting the absorption of Aboriginal peoples into the mainstream 
population, partly because there were a greater number of Aborigines in the territory, he 
wanted full-bloods to remain in camps, be protected, and marry amongst themselves. He 
decreed that half-castes must be removed from full-blood populations and taken to 
institutions or homes because “in accordance with the racist theory of the period, half-
castes were considered to be superior to full-blooded Aboriginals.”24  Because of their 
superiority Spencer also believed that mixed race individuals “warranted a more 
concerted education than did full-blooded Aboriginals.”25 Despite the higher standing of 
half-caste Aborigines Spencer did not believe that this population and white Australians 
were likely to mix and marry, and so he encouraged mixed race individuals to “marry 
amongst themselves.”26  
 At the 1937 Conference on Aboriginal Affairs, A.O. Neville, the delegate for 
Western Australia, proposed a “solution” for what he considered the “Aboriginal 
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problem.”27 The problem he spoke of had concerned officials since the early twentieth 
century: the increase in Aboriginal children of mixed descent. This was a concern 
because “children of mixed parentage were widely thought ‘to present the worst 
characteristics of both races’.”28 Neville did not believe that Aborigines would naturally 
die out, and so he created a plan to ensure that half-castes would eventually, through 
careful planning, become part of white Australian society. The plan had three parts: take 
children away from their families, control marriages between those of mixed race, and 
encourage the marriage of mixed race individuals to white individuals (so as to further 
dilute the Aboriginal blood).29 His focus was on the removal of children at an early age 
because he believed that once an individual hit puberty it would be nearly impossible to 
educate them in a satisfactory manner.30 The 1936 Native Administration Act was vital in 
granting the legal power necessary to remove children from their families. The Act 
restricted who was considered Aboriginal or “native” to full-blood Aborigines, half-
castes, and quadroons (those of quarter descent) under age twenty-one. Neville was now 
in control of any individual who fit this category and could make decisions regarding 
their employment, sexual behaviors, and marriage.31 The Native Administration Act was 
active from 1936 until 1950, during which it enabled “unchecked power to dismantle 
Aboriginal family life.”32  
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Aboriginal Child Welfare  
 
The third period of Aboriginal child welfare, characterized by a shift of power 
from the Aborigines Protection Board to the Aborigines Welfare Board, lasted from 1940 
until 1969. Armitage describes how this shift signaled a “renewed commitment to the 
policy of assimilation” and foster care and adoption into white households became more 
prominent. Armitage claims that a “minimum” of four hundred out of every one thousand 
Aboriginal children in New South Wales were not living with their parents during this 
time.33 Read estimates that at least one in three or four children in New South Wales were 
removed from their families during the “peak” removal decade of the 1950s, and believes 
the total number is likely to be around 10,000 individuals.34 The total amount of children 
removed throughout the country is estimated at 50,000. This number only accounts for 
those originally removed, and does not include descendents of these individuals who can 
also be considered “stolen.”35 There is no way to have exact numbers, however, because 
Australian states did not want to “release the information regarding the number of 
children formally removed under child welfare legislation,” records were “not 
centralized” due to the individual jurisdiction which occurred in each state or territory, 
and because “an unknown number of children were removed illegally” and for these 
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individuals there are no records.36 
 The Aborigines Welfare Board was finally disbanded in 1969 and replaced by the 
Child Welfare Department. This change occurred because it was clear that the policies of 
the Aborigines Welfare Board were discriminatory and since the push for human rights 
and equality emerged in the post-Second World War era there had been much debate 
surrounding its existence. With the establishment of the Child Welfare Department 
“simply being Aboriginal was no longer a cause for having one’s children removed” but 
instead removal was “dependent upon identifying neglect, abuse, or delinquency.”37 
Despite this new rule, Aboriginal children were still removed from their families at a 
much higher rate than white children because governmental officers continued to 
perceive Aboriginal parents as less capable of caring for their children and providing 
them with a healthy and stable environment.38 In 1987 the Children (Care and Protection) 
Act was put into place. Its purpose was to keep a child as close to culture and family as 
possible. If an Aboriginal child could not stay with a parent, another member of the 
extended family was the preferred choice for care. If this was not possible then another 
Aboriginal family within the community was desired, and if this was not an option the 
last choice was an “Aboriginal institution” or a foster family which the biological family 
helped select.39  
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Effects of the Second World War 
 
 The events and outcomes of the Second World War, as discussed in the previous 
chapter, had significant and lasting effects on Australian policies, and in many ways 
helped facilitate the shift from absorption to assimilation. Events of the Second World 
War, particularly the atrocities of the Holocaust, caused nations of the West to reject the 
subjugation of one people by another and establish both the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights and the U.N. Convention on Genocide. In the postwar era there was a 
renewed commitment to morally-conscious actions which included a push for 
decolonization throughout the developing world. Ideas changed as a result of the Second 
World War, and this change in ideas caused a shift in policy, which manifested itself 
predominantly in the shift from absorption to assimilation policies of the Australian 
government. Though the war enabled this shift, its effect on policies of child removal was 
not uniform across the country. For the Northern Territory, which was far more remote 
than states such as New South Wales and Queensland, the war had a modernizing effect. 
There were significantly fewer Europeans in the Northern Territory in the prewar era and 
“many Aboriginal peoples were able to retain a traditional life.”40 With the advent of the 
war, however, white presence increased in the north due to concern about the threat of 
Japan and the looming war in the Pacific. 
 The Second World War did change the institution environment for children who 
had been removed. Read describes “life in the pre-Second World War institutions was 
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bleak and sterile” and believes that “after the war the standard of care was undoubtedly 
better.”41 In the postwar era officials came to prefer placing children within foster homes 
or facilitating adoption because the costs of maintaining institutions for Aboriginal 
children was high and because of new research which had confirmed “the importance of 
the mother-child bond.”42 He notes that after 1955 “more New South Wales children 
were placed in white nuclear families than in institutions.”43 Though officials perceived 
this as positive change and a more effective method of assimilation, the effect on full and 
mixed blood children was detrimental because in white homes Aboriginal children 
“lacked the solidarity of shared Aboriginality which the inmates of all-Aboriginal 
children’s institutions felt.”44  
 Though thoughts on how to incorporate Aboriginal peoples into society had 
shifted from absorption to assimilation in the postwar era the practice of child removal 
was not affected because “a central plan of assimilation remained the removal of children 
from their families and their placement in missions and foster homes.”45  Beresford 
explains how in the postwar era, when racist policies were not longer acceptable, officials 
had to “find ‘non-racial’ justifications and ‘legal’ mechanisms for the practice [of child 
removal] to continue” since simply being Aboriginal was no longer a sufficient reason.46 
The new excuse for forced child removal was the “unacceptable living standards of 
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Aboriginal families.”47 This punished Aboriginal parents for providing their children with 
a traditional upbringing and “failing to rear them according to white standards.”48 Despite 
the Western commitment to human rights and equality which emerged in the postwar era 
government officials and many white Australians still saw Aboriginal peoples as “racially 
inferior and a potential threat to social stability” and saw removal as a necessary act 
which “carried the benefit of striping away their culture.”49 There is no doubt that 
children of the Stolen Generations were exploited and had to “bear the brunt of this 
cultural transformation.”50 
 Though Aboriginal children may have been loved and treated well by their 
adoptive families they suffered a severe loss of identity as a result of this policy. Some 
were even unaware of their Aboriginal descent because adoptive parents intentionally did 
not reveal such information, or occasionally did not know themselves (particularly if the 
child was of mixed race and had lighter skin). If it was clear that a child was of 
Aboriginal descent they were often discriminated against, even though they had been 
adopted into the white community, and unfortunately because white families had no 
personal experience suffering from bigotry they “could offer no useful counsel when the 
inevitable discrimination happened.”51 For most of the Stolen Generations fostering or 
adoption into a white family was a traumatizing experience which left them unsure of 
their identity and unaware of their history. The consequences of this uncertainty would 
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lead to many problems in adult life.52  
 
Views of A.P. Elkin and Paul Hasluck on Education and Adoption 
 
A.P. Elkin and Paul Hasluck, as explained in the previous chapter, were 
instrumental in the evolution of Australian policy in both the pre and post Second World 
War eras. Though each recommended a different path, they both worked to facilitate a 
transition from a policy of Aboriginal biological absorption to one of cultural 
assimilation. Elkin was committed to bringing the Aboriginal peoples into modernity 
without having to forgo all elements of their culture and Aboriginality. Hasluck viewed 
citizenship as the goal of assimilation and believed that total acceptance would require an 
individual to give up a significant portion of their Aboriginal identity.53 This section will 
focus on their beliefs and actions with regard to the forced removals of full and part-
Aboriginal children from their families. The beliefs and ideas of Elkin and Hasluck 
influenced the policies of the government and the beliefs of white Australians with regard 
to assimilation.  
Haebich describes Aboriginal children as a “focal point of change” in Paul 
Hasluck’s assimilation policy of the 1950s and 1960s.54 In 1951 he became the Minister 
of Territories for the Northern Territory and together with Harry Giese they maintained 
the Aboriginal welfare programs from 1951 until 1972. In an attempt to bring Aborigines 
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into broader society the administration decided to “replace explicitly racist terminology 
with welfare terminology” and refer to Aboriginal peoples are “wards” rather than 
“Aborigines” in legislation because they viewed lifestyle change, not physical change, as 
the most important factor of assimilation.55 The Hasluck-Giese administration oversaw 
the peak of the child removal, during which more children were taken away from their 
families than in any other period.56 Though the process of removal continued, the 
administration created new programs which focused on the placement of Aboriginal 
children with white families for short amounts of time during the holidays, and for long 
amounts of time for fostering and even adoption. These programs were meant to replace 
the “draconian institutions” that “provided rudimentary schooling and training” for the 
purpose of preparing Aboriginal children for menial jobs.57  
Governmental propaganda promoting assimilation, which will be examined in 
greater detail in the next chapter, depicted the relationships between white families and 
Aboriginal children as loving and not plagued by racial difference or discrimination. 
Forms of mass media, such as newspapers, newsreels, and radio programs worked to 
convince the general public that Aboriginal children “would be better off and happier 
assimilated into a white world.”58 These governmental efforts fostered “entrenched 
negative views of Aboriginal family life and official and public commitment to practices 
of removing children from their families” in addition to creating “an outlet for public 
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humanitarianism.”59 White families viewed the fostering or adoption of Aboriginal 
children as a way to contribute to society and “assist directly in the process of 
assimilation.”60 Because attention was focused on removing children from their 
communities the problems which governmental officials claimed were the original 
reasons for removal, such as bad living conditions, were ignored. The practice 
perpetuated the poor conditions of Aboriginal life on reserves, enabling the government 
to continuously justify child removal instead of assisting the Aboriginal communities and 
returning children to their families. On the reserves Aborigines were in a “classic poverty 
trap” because there were no employment opportunities and therefore it was impossible to 
maintain or improve the environment for their children.61 Negative ideas about the 
capabilities of Aborigines continued to perpetuate inequalities. Assisting in the creation 
of opportunities on reserves would not have been beneficial to government officials and 
white Australians who sought to assimilate Aboriginal children into white society by 
breaking their connection to community, family, and tradition.62 
In 1944 A.P. Elkin wrote of the need of worthwhile goals for Aboriginal children 
to strive for as they are educated. If domestic service or farm laboring are seen as the only 
option for his or her future, a child will have no motivation for schooling.63 The process 
of education was considered an essential part of the effort to assimilate Aborigines into 
white Australian society. Elkin, though a proponent of assimilation, did not believe that 
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the process required a complete abdication of tradition. In 1959 he acknowledged the 
difficulty for Aboriginal children to straddle both mainstream white society and their 
traditional communities because “the world of their grandparents is still very real to them, 
and its values and aims are not of the white man’s world.”64 Despite his 
acknowledgement of the need to retain some portion of Aboriginal culture he did believe 
that in the future Aboriginals would be appreciative. He wrote “there is no doubt, 
however, that each generation of full-bloods who are in contact with us, appreciates in an 
increasing degree the implications of the changing situation, and the value of education 
and training.”65 Elkin, and countless other white Australians, did not realize the negative 
effect which their policies of removal and education would have on Aboriginal children. 
In 1988 Paul Hasluck wrote a commentary on Aboriginal affairs from 1925 to 
1965. It reflected on the interactions between Aboriginal peoples and the white 
Australian government, and demonstrated what he believed about Aborigines and the 
policies which he enacted and upheld. It is clear that Hasluck did not regret actions that 
had been taken and considered the policies of the past relatively reasonable. He 
considered the situation with the Aborigines a social rather than racial problem, 
emphasizing, as his administration had, that racism was not the reason for child removal. 
Its purpose was to protect neglected children and give them a better opportunity to 
assimilate into mainstream society (which happened to be white).66 Both government 
officials and the public thought children should be “given the chance” to make something 
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of themselves through exposure to European education and the broader society.67 
Participation in society did, however, “require conformity to the minimal standard that 
the community set for people to live alongside each other and to share the same 
opportunities, privileges and responsibilities,” the basics of which included “health, 
hygiene, education, employment, housing, respect for the simplest of the civic virtues, 
[and] learning to communicate in a common language.”68 Education would teach this 
required conformity to Aboriginal children. Ideas and assumptions about European and 
white superiority fostered these policies. 
The education and forced removal of full and part Aboriginal children were a 
significant part of the governmental assimilation policies which existed both before and 
after the Second World War. The events and outcomes of the war shaped the ideas of 
policymakers and the Australian public which, in turn, affected the policies which were 
to be put in place. Aboriginal child welfare went through several stages from its 
emergence shortly after initial contact between Europeans and Aboriginal peoples to 
today as Australia is still dealing with the emotional and physical consequences of the 
forced removal of the Stolen Generations. In the next chapter I will examine shifting 
views and the notion of Aboriginal peoples claiming citizenship within the mainstream 
society. In the postwar era there was a significant amount of non-governmental activism 
to increase Aboriginal rights, and the government used a variety of methods to convince 
the general public that assimilation was not only possible, it was desired. 
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Views on race, education, and adoption shifted dramatically over the course of 
Australia’s history as specific events and ideas affected governmental policies and public 
opinion. Many of the policies changes which occurred were initiated by government 
officials who saw a need for greater control of the Aboriginal population. This chapter 
will focus on nongovernmental activism and governmental action in Australian society 
during the interwar and postwar periods, which focused on the welfare of Aboriginal 
peoples. Nongovernmental forces, which included both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 
activists focused on the expansion of Aboriginal rights in the interwar period through 
both a widespread campaign and feminist campaign for indigenous rights, and postwar 
period during which activism was inspired by the outcomes of the Second World War 
and the American Civil Rights movement. Activists were those who were not confined to 
current ideas in society which held Aborigines as inferior peoples. They challenged these 
existing ideas and helped Australia transition. Governmental actions continued to focus 
on the goal of assimilation through the booklet campaign of the late 1950s and 1960s and 
the 1967 Referendum. Through an examination of non-governmental activism and 
governmental actions which sought to change the relation of Aboriginal peoples to white 
Australian society in the interwar and postwar periods, one can see how shifting ideals 





Widespread Campaign for Indigenous Rights  
 
Activism for Aboriginal rights began before the Second World War started in 
1939, though significant changes to policies did not occur until after the war ended in 
1945. There were efforts during the interwar period, as a result of the First World War 
and the slowly changing ideas among white Australians and Aborigines, to expand 
Aboriginal rights. Because of governmental intervention, which sought to repress 
activism during this period (as the commitment to assimilation had not yet occurred), the 
activism which did occur often receives little attention in historical accounts. It was not 
until after the Second World War, when the government was forced to acknowledge the 
need for change and implement new policies, that activism and both governmental and 
nongovernmental efforts were given significant coverage. Some have claimed that 
activism did not begin until the 1960s and was led by white liberals. This is an incorrect 
assertion. The Australian Aboriginal Progressive Association (AAPA) supported and 
called for Aboriginal self-determination beginning in 1925. It was an organization 
composed mainly of Aboriginal peoples which received media attention throughout the 
1920s, proving that “the push for Aboriginal self-determination including social, 
economic and political justice was not instigated and led by white left-wing radicals 
during the 1960s, but was an Aboriginal initiative and preceded this period by at least 
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four decades.”1  
After the First World War “many oppressed groups including blacks and 
Indigenous peoples around the world gained in confidence and found a political voice.”2 
This occurred because the war “altered the course of world history in ways that strongly 
affected black protestors in the United States and Africa.”3 Though the situations between 
African-Americans and Australian Aborigines were different because Aboriginal peoples 
were both indigenous and black, the influence of other black groups and their activism 
and struggles strongly influenced Aboriginal efforts to increase rights and self-
determination, both in the interwar period of the 1930s and after the Second World War. 
Marcus Garvey’s Universal Negro Improvement Association was extremely influential 
and inspired much of the work of the AAPA. Unfortunately, government authorities in 
the United States and Australia, threatened by the notion of black self-determination, 
used their power to weaken both the Garvey movement and the AAPA, and the influence 
of these movements diminished before the Second World War began, suffering a “near 
total erasure from memory.”4 Though these movements were stifled it is important to 
acknowledge their existence in the interwar era. Those who fought for Aboriginal rights 
continued to fight in the post Second World War era and inspired new activists to take 
charge.5  
 In 1937 the Aborigines Progressive Association was formed. Though similar in 
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name from the aforementioned group, it was a different organization. The existence of 
the association was based on the desire for citizen rights, which were “premised on the 
assertion that Aborigines had a capacity for civilization.”6 Though the organization was 
founded in the interwar period it advocated for ideals associated with the postwar era, 
namely assimilation. The president and secretary of the all-Aboriginal group, John Patten 
and William Ferguson, ensured that in organization ideals and materials “black and white 
Australians were depicted not only as equals in capacities, but also as virtually identical 
in aspirations and interests.”7 The Aborigines Progressive Association, which was based 
in New South Wales, shared many of the same objectives as the Australian Aborigines 
League, an organization based in Victoria. Both wanted the Aboriginal peoples to be 
exposed to European lifestyle and “secure their uplift to the full culture of the British 
race.”8 Though the League wanted Aborigines to maintain some sense of Aboriginal 
culture, “the demand was clearly for the preservation of some of the trappings of 
Aboriginal art and ceremony, rather than fostering the continuity of traditional Aboriginal 
culture as a vital and viable way of life.”9  
These two organizations differed greatly from postwar activism in that they did 
not demand “the immediate and universal granting of citizen rights to all Aborigines.”10 
Instead, they “made the attainment of civilization the essential prerequisite to the 
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awarding of citizen rights.”11 They were in agreement with the white Australian ideal of 
assimilation which had begun to emerge and would fully develop in the years after the 
Second World War under the leadership of Paul Hasluck. Though activist leaders 
admitted to a lack of development within the Aboriginal community they did not believe 
that the position of Aborigines was a result of racial difference.12 The secretary of the 
Aborigines Progressive Association, William Ferguson, lamented that “we are backward 
only because we have had no real opportunity to make progress,” claiming that some 
Aborigines were not civilized but that it was the fault of the European colonizers who had 
excluded the Aboriginal peoples from becoming part of the new society.13 One of the 
claims that proved as a foundation for the argument of the Aborigines Progressive 
Association and Australian Aborigines League was that if Aboriginal leaders of the 
organizations, such as John Patten and William Ferguson, had progressed to their current 
position and level of education it was possible for other Aborigines to attain that level of 
civilization as well.14   
Russell McGregor describes European perceptions of Aborigines in what he 
considers “two contrary perspectives.”15 The first aligned with the ideals of the 
Enlightenment: that “Aborigines, like all humanity, possessed a capacity for reason and 
progress,” the second view, which paid greater attention to differences in race, believed 
Aborigines were “so fundamentally different from Europeans that they could never attain 
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the status of civilization.”16 It wasn’t until the interwar period that “evolutionary 
anthropological paradigms” focused on race began to disintegrate and the ideas of 
equality were restored.17 The shift in the belief of the capacity of Aboriginal peoples to 
become civilized changed the tactics of activists and affected the policy decisions of 
governmental officials. Once the idea of Aboriginal ability to change was widespread, 
assimilation became a more viable and preferred policy in the eyes of the government.  
Activist groups in the 1930s were not only concerned with the white Australian 
perception of Aborigines. They also focused on increasing the rights that Aborigines 
deserved as a result of their ability to be civilized and become part of widespread society. 
These included the right to land, the right to representation in parliament, and the right to 
social security benefits. William Cooper, secretary of the Australian Aborigines League, 
was particularly irritated by disqualification of benefits for persons who had fifty percent 
or more Aboriginal blood. He wrote many letters to government officials which 
expressed “the absurdities which stemmed from the legislative enshrinement of the 
concept of race.”18 The right to vote was a more difficult issue because qualification for 
franchise varied by each state.19 Land rights were also a contentious issue, but unlike the 
activists of the 1960s who would claim land based “on the ancestral rights of the 
indigenous habitants,” the activists of the 1930s focused on the ability of land possession 
to fulfill the “need of Aboriginal citizens for economic security.”20 Members of the 1930s 
organizations believed that land ownership would increase self-reliance and hasten the 
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transition to a more European culture. It was believed this would aid in government 
recognition of the civilized nature of Aboriginal peoples because one of the reasons for 
positioning Aborigines on a lower rung of the development ladder was their nomadic 
lifestyle.21  
Despite some “hesitancy and ambivalence,” the belief in Aboriginal ability to 
become civilized and assimilate into white Australian society increased in the 1930s.22 
This occurred as a result of the revival of ideals of equality and progress and the work of 
Aboriginal activists who claimed that they were proof of the ability of the Aboriginal 
peoples to develop. As the beliefs of governmental officials and the greater public began 
to change it become possible for shifts in policy to occur. Until the activist movement 
began policymakers and white citizens were constrained by ideas about Aborigines and 
their capabilities (or lack thereof). Activists helped the country realize that assumptions 
and old ideas could not be relied upon. In the postwar period during the administration of 
Paul Hasluck the policy of assimilation became a key feature of the Australian 
government. In the next section I will explore the often-overlooked feminist campaign for 
indigenous rights.  
 
Feminist Campaign for Indigenous Rights 
 
Where white men failed to equalize the disparity between Aboriginal peoples and 
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white Australians in the interwar period of the 1920s and 1930s, white women joined the 
fight against biological assimilation and the withholding of rights from Aboriginal 
peoples due to their perceived state of civilization (or lack thereof), creating a “feminist 
vision of an alternative Aboriginal future.”23 The goal of feminism groups was similar to 
Aboriginal activists, to push for “a humane national Aboriginal policy including 
citizenship and rights in the person.”24 Unlike Aboriginal activists whose motivation 
sprung from a desire to empower their cultural group, the catalyst for white women was 
the commonality of gender and solidarity with Aboriginal women. This desire to 
advocate for the rights of Aboriginal women, and men, arose from “the long history of 
Western women’s determination to speak for colonized women” and coincided with the 
first wave of the feminist movement which lasted from the eighteenth to early twentieth 
centuries.25 As women gained strength and confidence in their ability to advocate for 
themselves their capability and desire to help other marginalized groups gain access to 
fundamental rights increased as well.  
In the post-First World War period Australian women sought to gain a more 
active role in politics. Bessie Rischbieth, an activist from Western Australia, wanted 
women to have an active role in the establishment of “moral leadership by Western 
countries in reordering the post-war world” which would assert “the prominent role of 
white women in facilitating a new outlook on ‘world’ affairs.”26 Fiona Paisley argues that 
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it was “changes within the political organization of the British Commonwealth” which 
gave more power to “Australian women activists seeking greater involvement as citizens 
in national and imperial affairs.”27 Citizenship, both of white and Aboriginal peoples, was 
a topic of much discussion during this era. Because Australia became a commonwealth in 
1901, white Australians had to negotiate between “political identity as members of the 
British Empire, but also as citizens of an independent nation-state.”28 Aborigines still 
were not considered citizens, but instead were categorized as subjects under the British 
Nationality and Status of Aliens Act of 1914, which enabled the government to control 
them without giving them the rights of citizens. 29 Under the 1919 League of Nation’s 
Covenant developed nations were given the task of caring for underdeveloped peoples. 
This perpetuated the idea that European cultures were superior to indigenous cultures and 
through this policy Aborigines gained a “contradictory political status as British subjects, 
yet Australian aliens.”30  
The activism of women during the interwar period was one of the factors which 
brought significant attention to Aboriginal welfare. One politician at the Imperial 
Conference in 1930 believed the increased interest to be “one of the most remarkable 
phenomena of the twentieth century” which emerged not only from “economic and 
humanitarian forces” but also the outcry of Aborigines themselves, and he perceived the 
conflict between the white and black races “the greatest problem of the twentieth 
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century.”31 Though there were many rights violations to focus on white Australian 
women found the “widespread sexual exploitation” of Aboriginal women by white men 
along the frontier to be most alarming.32 They established a connection between sexual 
abuse and right to land, claiming that if Aboriginal peoples had their own land, women 
would be more protected. White female activists protested the practice of child removal, 
as it was detrimental to both Aboriginal mother and child.33 The government also 
attempted to control the population by regulating Aboriginal women’s reproductively, 
hoping that if half-castes were bred with whites over the course of time mixed blood 
individuals would cease to exist.34 Additionally they disagreed with the funneling of 
Aboriginal women into domestic service because it separated them from their 
communities, families, and culture, and because working conditions were often extremely 
harsh.35  
Activists such as Rischbieth claimed that in order for white men and women to be 
good citizens they had to demonstrate a “moral responsibility” towards “colonized 
women” and additionally, were “responsible for rectifying the injustices of the past.”36 
Rischbieth went so far as to state that “the whole of Australia owed a debt of reparation 
to the aborigines.”37 This statement was not well-received by many of the white men in 
positions of power within the government. Once the injustice of Aboriginal treatment was 
acknowledged the women, who decided to “dissociate themselves from white men’s 
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imperial and colonial practices,” believed it would be possible for the country to 
“construct a new humane ethics of Aboriginal governance.”38  
The evolution of ideas on gender equality enabled changing perceptions of the 
role of white women within Australian society. As a result, female activists were able to 
claim more rights for themselves and to advocate for the rights of Aborigines, women in 
particular. The determination of white female activists such as Bessie Rischbieth 
challenged the structures of inequality and discrimination which keep Aboriginal peoples 
from joining white Australians in citizenship. Through their hard work, in addition to the 
struggles of the Aboriginal activists of the interwar period, which affected ideas about 
Aborigines, their rights, and their ability to become members of wider society, 
government policies shifted from biological absorption to cultural assimilation. This shift 
began in the late 1930s but was not fully realized until after the Second World War under 
the administration of Paul Hasluck. Details of his administration and his views on 
assimilation were discussed in the third chapter. The next section will focus on 




Nongovernmental actions and activism played a crucial role in shifting the 
perceptions of Aboriginal peoples and their place within Australian society in both the 
interwar and postwar eras. Governmental actions in the postwar era, particularly the 
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efforts of Paul Hasluck’s administration to promote assimilation through distributed 
“propaganda” booklets which depicted harmonious relationships between Aboriginal and 
white Australians and the changes to the Australian Constitution, also contributed to the 
“changing perceptions of Australian nationhood” and the place of Aboriginal peoples.39 
These concrete policy changes demonstrated a shift in the ideas of government officials 
and the general public, though it is clear public opinion changed slower than policy. 
These governmental actions then affected the Aboriginal activist movement which, in the 
late 1960s and 1970s, would call for a shift from inclusion and assimilation to a 
celebration and acceptance of Aboriginality. 
 
Pamphlet Campaign of the Hasluck Administration 
 
Anna Haebich writes how assimilation is understood as “the policy adopted in the 
1950s to transform Aboriginal people and new migrants into Australian citizens” that was 
“officially abandoned in the 1970s in favor of policies of multiculturalism and Aboriginal 
self-determination.”40 After the Second World War, as the government moved towards a 
policy of cultural assimilation because of international pressures and events, they needed 
a way to explain assimilation to the white Australian public. In 1957 Paul Hasluck, the 
federal Minister for Territories began an “official campaign to explain the policy of 
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assimilation” through a series of informative pamphlets.41 These pamphlets had titles 
such as “Our Aborigines (1957), Fringe Dwellers (1959), The Skills of Our Aborigines 
(1960), One People (1961), and The Aborigines and You (1963).”42 These materials, 
which discussed how and why Aboriginals should be integrated into widespread society, 
were distributed domestically and abroad to “create a positive impression of change for 
international critics” who condemned Australia for its human rights violations through 
Aboriginal policy.43 The pamphlets were not well received by critical international parties 
because they were confusing and failed to “adequately explain Aboriginal legal status and 
rights” so the government halted out-of-country distribution.44 They continued to be used 
domestically. White Australians and government officials wanted assimilation to be easy, 
to be natural, and they did not anticipate the degree of difficulty.45 
 Haebich describes how the government “sold its vision of a new White Australia 
to the public” through “carefully planned propaganda campaigns using images of 
European migrants and Aboriginal people living the Australian way of life” in harmony 
within mainstream society.46 It manipulated the public perception by drawing attention 
away from the lingering discrimination and inequality to the ideals and possibilities of 
assimilation. The process was presented as simple and easy: if Aborigines (and/or 
migrants) gave up their cultural individuality they would be gladly accepted. The 
pamphlets failed to mention the persistent economic inequality and institutional racism 
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which made the middle class lifestyle unattainable for these groups.47 
 
Significant Changes to Australia’s Constitution  
 
 Though the 1967 Referendum is often considered monumental it, in fact, changed 
little within the Australian legal system. It removed section 51 (xxvi) which had 
prohibited the Commonwealth government from making laws for Aboriginal peoples 
(because they weren’t citizens) and edited section 217 to include Aborigines in censuses. 
Some assumed that the Referendum “conferred the vote, equal wages and citizenship on 
Indigenous Australians and that it ended legal discrimination.”48 This was not the case. 
These changes had begun to take place in earlier unrelated legal processes. Unfortunately, 
there had been little tangible change within society despite this, and so when legal 
changes were made to the Constitution many took this as a sign of true change. When 
activists realized in the late 1960s and 1970s, after the 1967 Referendum, that legal 
change was not enough to change the structures of society they were motivated to take a 
greater role and demand their right to self-determination because despite greater 
involvement in Aboriginal affairs by the Commonwealth the Aborigines still suffered.49 
The 1967 Referendum became “a form of historical shorthand for a decade of change” 
used to represent the changes which had or had not occurred.50 
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 There are several reasons why Aboriginal affairs and social policy regarding 
Aboriginal peoples became an important topic in the 1960s. Reasons include increased 
urbanization which displaced traditional Aborigines, increased Aboriginal presence in 
traditional white spheres such as urban centers, the questioning of paternalistic nature of 
the education system and missionary work, the new generation of Aboriginal activist 
leadership, the international push for decolonization, increased awareness and concern 
over human rights violations throughout the world, and finally the realization by both 
white and Aboriginal Australians how severe the socio-economic inequalities were within 
their society.51 These reasons drew attention to “the meager achievements of the 
assimilation policy, the denial of civil rights which it entailed and the poor international 
image it gave Australia” which caused the government to begin making legislative 
changes.52 
 In 1972 after much debate at the state and national levels the government, under 
the direction of the prime minister William McMahon, “announced a policy which 
recognized the rights of individual Aboriginals to effective choice about the degree to 
which, and the pace at which, they might come to identify with the wider society.”53 
Similar to legislation in the past however, though it became policy, there were “few 
actions to match the rhetoric.”54 Australia continued to struggle with enforcing legal 
policy and ensuring rights to Aboriginal peoples. Though ideas affect policy, which 
causes policies to be created, dissolved, or adjusted by government officials, the pace at 
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which the general public and government truly accept and enforce such policies varies. 
 
Activism in the 1960s and 1970s 
 
During the 1950s the governmental administration of Paul Hasluck attempted to 
incorporate Aboriginal Australians into mainstream white society through cultural 
assimilation. His efforts, explained in detail in the third chapter, focused on the 
suppression or denial of their Aboriginality and an emphasis on their ability to become 
more like white Australians.55 Governmental efforts in the 1950s and early 1960s 
included the spread of materials such as booklets which sought to downplay the 
differences and bring attention to similarities between Aboriginal and white 
Australians.56 In the late 1960s and 1970s however, particularly after the 1967 
amendment of the Constitution failed to create actual change, Aboriginal activists began 
to protest against the desire for inclusion into white society and called for a celebration of 
Aboriginality and “Aboriginal nationalism.”57 This movement, along with the influence 
of the international black power movement, particularly the Black Panther Party, created 
a growing independence and awareness of positive Aboriginal identity. As ideas about 
the nature of Aboriginality changed among the Aboriginal population they became more 
vocal and demanded more rights from the government. This activism caused the 
government to rethink its approach to Aboriginal relations, and in turn this affected 
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governmental policies which changed to increase the rights of Aboriginal peoples.58 
  McGregor highlights two themes which characterized what can be considered the 
post-postwar period of the 1960s and 1970s. The first is the “diminution of interest in 
securing Aboriginal inclusion in the Australian nation” and the second is “the emergence 
of Aboriginal nationalism.”59 This differed greatly from the interwar and immediate 
postwar goal of inclusion. Never before had there been a significant desire for and 
emphasis on “pan-Aboriginality and solidarity.”60 As a result of the discussion on 
assimilation and inclusion and the inability to separate the culture and political debates 
there was a “politicalization of culture” and a “culturalization of politics.”61 The 1967 
referendum of the Australian Constitution was extremely influential to activists and, 
though it made few legal changes, it helped cause the shift from inclusion to 
Aboriginality. It was monumental to activists because though it created “equality before 
the law it did not bring equality in social reality.”62 They could perceive no increase in 
tangible benefits or true reduction of discrimination.  
 The activists of the 1960s and 1970s were young and passionate. They were the 
first generation of Aboriginal Australians with access to higher education at the 
university level. Activists of the interwar period were typically middle-aged and desired 
to work within the framework of the white government, thus had been less radical in their 
demands. The new generation was empowered, educated, and inspired by the worldwide 
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push for equality.63 The black power movement in the United States, the Black Panther 
Party in particular, was extremely influential to Aboriginal activists during this era. They 
identified with the struggles of black Americans, despite the differences between the two 
groups. While Aborigines were black, they also had a unique position as indigenous 
peoples.64 
   During the 1960s and 1970s the influence of the Black Panther Party spread 
throughout the world because of its “commitment to self-determination and the 
elimination of all forms of discrimination,” a goal which “found resonance with 
oppressed people around the world.”65 It was in 1968 that Aboriginal activists became 
interested in and aware of the work of the Black Panther Party in the United States. As 
mentioned, despite the fact that discrimination had been legally ended there remained 
“appalling standards of health and high mortality levels for both adults and children” 
within the Australian Aboriginal community.66 The attitudes of white Australians toward 
Aborigines were still discriminatory and often overtly racist. This situation was similar to 
African Americans who continued to struggle for equality even after significant 
legislation passed during the Civil Rights Movement.67 As the notion of black power 
became more popular, and the borrowed American slogans and terminology of 
empowerment such as “black is beautiful” and “power to the people” became a part of 
the activist discourse within Australia, this connection gave Aboriginal activists strength 
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to fight against oppression.68 It was clear that “the Aboriginal adoption of the Panther 
program did not represent imported politics but a call for very basic human freedoms.”69  
Like previous activists, including those who worked during the interwar period, 
the activists of the 1960s and 1970s focused a great deal of energy on bringing attention 
to the injustices of sexual abuse and land ownership in addition to focusing on their 
modern goals of self-determination and Aboriginality. The issue of land rights and 
ownership, which had increased significantly in importance since the interwar period, 
became a concrete project to focus on, as activists were able to argue about the crucial 
relationship between land and Aboriginal culture.70 A true revival of Aboriginal culture 
would be aided by the possession of land.71 The continuous pattern of injustices greatly 
angered activists. Though there was some discussion and support among Aboriginal 
activists for an armed movement, a violent overthrow of the white government never 
occurred.72 But some, inspired by American Black Panthers, carried guns because “guns 
symbolized the very thing that they lacked – an unmistakable and formidable source of 
power over Whites.”73  
Many activists focused their efforts on creating “community survival projects,” 
which sought to provide services to the Aboriginal community that the government had 
not.74 This included education, food, medical, and legal service programs. Activists were 
tired of petitioning the white government to provide these services and so decided to take 
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it upon themselves to put programs in place and “solve the social problems that beset 
their community.”75 Though these organizations are not often mentioned by historians, 
they were vital to the wellbeing of the Aboriginal community as they struggled to gain 
the rights they deserved as Australian citizens, and helped Aborigines fully realize their 
capacity for self-determination and self-sufficiency.76 
The Black Panther Party was important to the Aboriginal struggle because it 
connected Aborigines to the larger, worldwide battle against discrimination and racism 
which gave activists the strength and inspiration to continue the fight.77  Though 
independence did not require an independent Aboriginal state, activists wanted “the 
empowerment of Aborigines within the Australian state.”78 The activism of the 1960s and 
1970s transformed the movement, as “the preeminent objective became the construction 
and maintenance of Aboriginal identity, unity and autonomy” instead of inclusion into 
white Australian society.79 There was a “heavy emphasis on the retrieval of Indigenous 
tradition and the spiritual rejuvenation of Aboriginality.”80 Nongovernmental actions and 
activism in the postwar period were influential in shifting ideas about what the 
Aboriginal peoples of Australia could achieve and their future place within society. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 
 
It is crucial to acknowledge the effect that world events and their outcomes have 
on ideas, and the effect that ideas have on policy. Governmental officials, activists, and 
the general public are all affected by what occurs around them, and their ideas, beliefs, 
and worldviews can change as a result. In Australia events and outcomes, specifically 
those associated with the Second World War and Nazi atrocities, affected how Australian 
Aborigines were incorporated into white society. In the prewar era focus was on 
absorbing Aborigines into society biologically because they were considered racially 
inferior. Only when it became clear this policy was not effective was it questioned. The 
horrific outcomes of the Second World War were an extremely influential factor in the 
shift from absorption to assimilation. The international community was appalled by the 
actions of the Nazi Party and when the war was over there was an increased push for 
decolonization and human rights, which led to the creation of the U.N. Genocide 
Convention and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Powerful Western countries, 
such as the United States and Great Britain, critiqued Australia for their discriminatory 
policies and urged them to change. Because of the desire be well-perceived abroad and 
the realization that many of their policies were not just, Australia shifted to assimilation. 
This policy sought to culturally incorporate Aborigines into the mainstream society. 
Though more beneficial that absorption, assimilation also denigrated the Aboriginal 
lifestyle and created problems for indigenous inhabitants.   
After an investigation of the history of Aboriginal peoples one can see that there 
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has been significant abuse and insufficient resources available for the Aborigines within 
Australian society. Their land was stolen, their culture was reviled and destroyed, and 
their lives were controlled by the government. It is important to understand this history as 
an explanation for the status of Aborigines within Australian society today. Many still 
struggle from the lingering effects and discrimination of policies which were enacted 
years ago, which suggests that there have not been enough structural changes or social 
services provided in the years after assimilation policy ended and the era of self-
determination began. Racism and racial inequalities within Australia are still prevalent. 
White Australians, rather than original inhabitants, are still in control of the economy, the 
education system, services and benefits, and society in general. Education about 
Aboriginal culture must continue, and the culture must be recognized as important. 
There have been claims that policies of self-determination encourage isolated 
Aboriginal communities. It must be investigated whether these communities are in place 
because Aborigines desire their own space within society or because there are insufficient 
resources and opportunities elsewhere. The ideas, beliefs, and worldviews of today’s 
policymakers, activists, and the general public must be examined in order to understand 
how Aborigines are currently perceived and what provisions are being made for their 
wellbeing. The Australian government has an obligation to continue working for equality. 
There is also a great need for Aboriginal peoples to take roles within governmental 
organizations and structures. Effective methods for positive community development and 
self-empowerment for the Aboriginal population must be researched. It is the 
responsibility of the government to acknowledge the continuing discrimination of 
 98 
Aborigines but the parameters for fighting the discrimination and inequality should be 
dictated by the Aboriginal community. The possibility of change is evident, but it will not 
be easy. All citizens of Australia, both Aboriginal and not, must continue to fight for 
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